What about me?:A scoping study into the educational experiences of care experienced children and young people in Midlothian by Mercieca, Daniela
                                                                    
University of Dundee
What about me?
Mercieca, Daniela
Publication date:
2019
Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
Link to publication in Discovery Research Portal
Citation for published version (APA):
Mercieca, D. (2019). What about me? A scoping study into the educational experiences of care experienced
children and young people in Midlothian. Midlothian Council.
General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in Discovery Research Portal are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with
these rights.
 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from Discovery Research Portal for the purpose of private study or research.
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain.
 • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.
Download date: 28. Apr. 2020

1 
 
 
 
 
 
What about me?  
A scoping study into the 
educational experiences of  
care experienced children and 
young people in Midlothian 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Daniela Mercieca  
Educational Psychological Services 
Midlothian Council 
 
May 2019 
 
  
 
 
2 
 
 
Table of Contents 
 
Section One: Setting out the Research 3 
Section Two: Theoretical Frameworks 7 
Section Three: Statistical Data 10 
Section Four: First Theme - Identities 13 
4.1 Sameness and Otherness  13 
4.2 Care experienced young people and Additional Support Needs 
(ASN) 
15 
4.3 Coding system 17 
4.4 Young person’s lives and voice – multiple lives 18 
4.5 Identity of Kinship Carers 19 
Section Five: Second Theme - Academic Achievement, Schooling and 
Attendance 
23 
5.1 Being present at school 23 
 5.1.1 Part-time timetables 24 
 5.1.2 Time-outs and Exclusions 24 
5.1.3 Provisions and alternatives in school   26 
 5.1.4 Homework  28 
5.2 What would other parents do? 30 
5.3 Carers as educators  30 
5.4 Owning their own learning  31 
5.5 Friendships 32 
5.6 Extracurricular activities 35 
5.7 Communication between home and school 37 
5.8 Transition from primary to high school 39 
Section Six: Third Theme - Educators and Other Professionals 43 
6.1 Stability and change 43 
6.2 Professional helplessness  43 
6.3 The impact of decisions on young people and their carers 44 
6.4 Empathising and conversing  45 
6.5 Planning, meetings and communication between professionals 49 
6.6 Information Sharing with Teachers  49 
6.7 Guidance teachers  52 
Section Seven: Conclusions and Recommendations 56 
Section Eight: References 62 
 
 
 
 
 
Acknowledgement and thanks to: 
The young people. 
Their carers. 
All the educators and professionals interviewed. 
Colleagues from the Educational Psychological Service who supported this process. 
The Principal of the Educational Psychological Service, Leisa Randall, for having actively 
accompanied and supported this process. 
Colleagues from Performance and Improvement for statistical data provided. 
All those that have done prior research on the topic and thus provided a context. 
Special thanks to Mr Jim Crombie who started this research process … 
 
 
3 
Section One: Setting Out the Research 
 
He’s not touchy feely but when we went 
to the open day he walked in and was 
high fiving one of the leaders and it was 
natural. Just great to see. Midlothian 
are getting a lot right. Please don’t 
think they’re getting it all wrong. 
(Carer) 
 
This research was led by Midlothian Council 
and aimed at gaining insight into the 
educational experience of children who are care 
experienced, with a view to disseminating and 
raising awareness. The initial impetus for this 
came from Mr Jim Crombie, a kinship carer in 
Midlothian. He approached the Education 
Service to ask that research be carried out into 
Looked After Children (LAC) and education, to 
raise awareness of the difficulties of children in 
care. Mr Crombie leads one of the advocacy 
groups of kinship carers in Midlothian and 
approached the Council on behalf of other 
carers attending the group.  
 
The term ‘Looked After’ refers to cases where 
children are in serious need of extra care, 
support or protection, so that a local authority 
takes on some of the legal responsibility for the 
care and well-being of a child. Children in 
public care in Scotland form approximately 
1½% of the population of those under 18 years 
of age. This is a higher figure than that in other 
countries of the UK, partly as the definition of 
‘Looked After Children’ in Scotland also 
includes children who are placed on 
supervision by a Children’s Hearing while 
remaining in the family home (Cameron et al. 
2015 p.19). This can also happen through the 
law courts, or on a voluntary basis with 
arrangements agreed upon by the child’s family 
and the local authority. Children may be 
‘Looked After at home’, that is, living with a 
parent in their residence. This is based on the 
belief that by providing support to children and 
their families, the problems affecting the child 
can be supported without the need to remove 
the child from their home environment. 
Children who are ‘Looked After away from 
home’ have carers who are either foster carers, 
financially supported by the local authority, or 
kinship carers (related in some way to the 
child). Children may also reside in residential 
care homes or in a group care setting (CELSIS 
www.celsis.org/our-work/looked-after-
children). 
 
In 2017, there were 217 young people in 
Midlothian who were Looked After and 
Accommodated (LAAC). This study will refer 
to such children and young people as ‘care 
experienced’ (except in quotes and statistics), 
as this term is more respectful of their advocacy 
and reflects their experiences better. Although 
efforts have been made to improve our 
understanding of the educational experience of 
these children, we acknowledge that our 
understanding is still incomplete and somewhat 
fragmented. The research question posed by 
this study is:  
 
What are the educational experiences 
of care experienced children and 
young people in Midlothian?  
 
The views of young people, their carers and 
educators were sought, and included 
discussions focussing on curricular activities, 
participation in extra-curricular activities 
within and outwith school, relationships with 
peers and teachers, home support with 
academic work, carer involvement in school, 
pastoral support, and play with peers in break-
time and at home. 
 4
 
 
 
1.1 Data collection 
Information letters were sent to various 
stakeholders, as were emails inviting 
participants to a focus group discussion. This 
resulted in 16 recorded focus group 
discussions/interviews taking place in various 
venues and times, at the participants’ 
convenience. These were anonymised and 
transcribed in order to elicit emergent themes 
which were then organised for the purpose of 
dissemination of the research. One person from 
the Educational Psychological Services was 
present for all these interviews, for the sake of 
consistency and continuity, although other 
Educational Psychologists participated and 
supported various points of this process. 
Although the interviewers had a list of topics to 
help guide the discussion, openness to the 
different stories and agendas of the participants 
was key, and the shape of the research was 
formed accordingly. As an example, the 
inclusion of guidance teachers in the data 
collection came at a later stage, and arose as a 
result of an initial analysis of the interviews. 
Guidance teachers were mentioned many times 
by different participants and it was deemed 
necessary to get their input into the research. 
This openness to the formation of the 
discussions and interviews was conscious, as 
the interviewers were acutely aware that they 
did not have direct experience of being care 
experienced or being carers, having 
involvement with care experienced children 
and young people on a professional basis. Thus 
interviewers were keen to ‘make space’ for 
what was not known to them. 
 
Some limitations which may have had an 
impact on this research are as follows: 
- The research project lasted 
approximately 15 months, in which 
time there may have been changes in 
procedures and policies cited in this 
report. 
- Although considerable efforts were 
made to reach more participants to have 
a broader view within the Local 
Authority, this sometimes provided 
difficult. 
- This research is a scoping study and a 
preliminary view of the current 
educational situation of children and 
young people who are care experienced.  
 
1.2 Reading the Data  
The data generated from the interviews were 
gathered together and analysed by using 
thematic analysis to identify patterns emerging 
from the different interviews (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). This was done through familiarising 
myself with the data created, producing initial 
codes or notes and grouping them to identify 
emerging themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In 
this report, following the themes emerging 
from the discussions and interviews is a section 
of suggestions and recommendations. These do 
not consist of ‘quick fix’ solutions to the daily 
difficulties which young people, carers and 
educators encounter. Many times, these are 
situations which call for us to pause, to take a 
moment to reflect about what we are bringing 
to these situations which may be helpful and 
what is debilitating. Indeed, this research itself 
is creating a space for such a moment, when we 
might ‘think again’ (Blake et al. 1999) about 
our practices and attitudes to the challenges 
with which we are presented.  
 
Readers may identify with some of the issues in 
this document, while some narratives may 
challenge us. Such resonance and critiquing 
may be put to good use in terms of our constant 
aim of getting it right for young people who are 
care experienced, and for their carers and 
educators. It is a tall order as complexity and 
contradictory pressures are many and varied. 
This research is thus also an invitation to 
professionals to ‘think again’ about their 
involvement with care experienced children 
and young people.  
 
Participants of the research have been assured 
that confidentiality and anonymity will be 
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protected, through the deliberate disguising of 
persons, spaces and stories. Where identifying 
details were mentioned, they were omitted, 
sometimes at the cost of losing important 
stories.  
 
Thus in the interest of confidentiality, quotes 
are attributed to ‘young person’ and ‘carer’, 
whether that carer is a kinship carer, foster 
carer, parent, or residential worker. Similarly, 
teacher, guidance teacher, senior management 
and other professionals are all ‘educators’. 
Exceptions to this are when it is necessary and 
safe to be more specific. Quotations within text 
are italicised, except when they are rather long 
and therefore are in a separate paragraph and 
indented. This is for ease of reading. 
 
A different kind of reading is required for this 
paper. Although it is presented in a linear, 
sequential manner with compact sections, 
readers will realise that all ideas and themes are 
intertwined and rather messy at times. This 
reflects the reality in which we live, and more 
importantly, in which the care experienced 
young people live. In this report themes are 
separated for the sake of convenience and 
practicality, but readers are invited to see the 
themes as lacework rather than linear, to the 
extent that sometimes contradiction needs to be 
appreciated. Complexity and dilemmatic 
thinking are reflected in the writing. The 
following example shows how messages can be 
contradictory, while emanating from the same 
source, that is, from the same young person: 
 
… In High School I was quite a violent 
child. I really pushed the boundaries to 
the very limits. I was never expelled. My 
head teacher knew I was in foster care 
and used it to stop from excluding me. 
In a way I was never treated like a 
normal child. Now I wish they did 
exclude me because it would have put 
me in my place, but because they didn’t 
I just did what I wanted. I could walk 
out of class and leave school and do 
anything I want… 
 
… If I was excluded when I was in 1st or 
2nd year I think it would have put me in 
place, because I enjoyed being at 
school. We need to try and find a 
balance. I didn’t want to be treated any 
differently, but I still needed support. 
It’s trying to find the middle ground.  
 
1.3 Situating this Research project 
Attending school and achieving within its 
systems has fundamental importance in one’s 
life. Curriculum for Excellence (2008) 
addresses this with a phased plan: broad general 
education and the senior phase. Broad general 
education begins in early learning and childcare 
(at age 3) and continues to the end of S3 (the 
third year of secondary school). Its purpose is 
to develop the knowledge, skills, attributes and 
capabilities in four main domains: Successful 
learners; Confident individuals; Responsible 
citizens; and Effective contributors. The senior 
phase, from S4 to S6, follows on from a young 
person's broad general education, building 
firmly on the experiences and outcomes they 
have experienced and achieved by the end of 
S3. It should enable them to extend and deepen 
learning, continue to develop skills for learning, 
life and work, gain qualifications and access a 
range of opportunities for personal 
development.  
 
It is important to remember that the distinction 
between education and schooling is often 
blurred and not acknowledged at all. Often the 
idea of education as the ‘growth’ of the person 
to better herself (as Dewey would argue, see 
Dewey, 1997) takes the form of schooling, but 
the word ‘schooling’ carries with it 
connotations of ‘what works’ (Biesta, 2007). 
Curriculum for Excellence (2008) and Getting 
It Right For Every Child (2018) tries to balance 
discourse of performativity, such as those 
promoted by the OECD, where the focus is that 
“work on education helps individuals and 
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nations to identify and develop the knowledge 
and skills that drive better jobs and better lives, 
generate prosperity and promote social 
inclusion” (OECD 
http://www.oecd.org/education/). A Deweyan 
(see Dewey, 1997) discourse balances this 
through its focus on socialising people within 
society in order to develop more democratic 
societies.  
 
There is extensive literature that argues that 
young people who are, or have been, in care are 
one of the lowest performing groups in terms of 
educational outcomes internationally (see 
Welbourne and Leeson, 2012; Connelly and 
Chakrabarti, 2008; Connelly and Furnivall, 
2013; Flynn, Tessier & Coulombe, 2013; Trout, 
Hagaman, Casey, Reid, & Epstein, 2008). Even 
those who attend school regularly sometimes 
do not reach their educational potential 
(Jackson, 1999, and Jackson & McParlin, 
2006). They also have poorer employment 
prospects (Hook & Courtney, 2011) and health 
outcomes (Dixon, 2008) than the general 
population and are over-represented in the 
homeless (Davison & Burris, 2014) and prison 
populations (Centre for Social Justice, 2015). 
Two documents have tried to address some of 
the above concerns: Looked after children and 
young people: we can and must do better 
(2007) and Count Us In: Improving the 
education of our looked after children (2008). 
 
A number of studies (see O'Higgins, Sebba and 
Gardner 2017) have identified factors that may 
link with the low educational achievement of 
care experienced children and young people:  
 
 Trauma - The effects of trauma during 
childhood or adolescence can have 
important and possibly long-term 
consequences for a child’s development 
and has been associated with neuro 
developmental difficulties, cognitive 
ability, educational performance, 
emotional dysfunction, belief in self-
efficacy, insecure attachments and 
impaired social competences.  
 Disadvantage - Care experienced 
children and young people are more 
likely to have come from disadvantaged 
backgrounds where a number of social 
and environmental risks are present.  
 Pre-care experiences - Some authors 
suggest that pre-care experiences and 
characteristics of care experienced 
children and young people may 
disadvantage them educationally with 
higher numbers being excluded from 
school, having educational and 
behavioural difficulties including 
special educational needs, all of which 
are likely to affect their educational 
progress.  
 Instability of placement - The 
instability of placements, with frequent 
care moves and, as a result, a change in 
school placement, hinder children’s 
educational progress (see Education 
Outcomes for Looked After Children 
2016/17, p. 30-31; Berridge, 1985 and 
Berridge and Brodie, 2006). 
 Features of care system - Structural 
features of the care system including 
placement instability and the lower 
priority status given to education by 
social services, further reduce the 
chances of care experienced children 
and young people of having positive 
outcomes  (see Francis, 2000, p. 30). 
 Interplay between school problems 
and placement decisions - Francis 
(2000) makes an interesting point that is 
important, that “children (particularly 
secondary-aged pupils) often become 
looked after at a time when they are 
already experiencing school problems 
and these problems can be a significant 
contributory factor in the decision to 
place them away from home” (p. 30).
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Section Two: Theoretical Frameworks 
 
This research builds on previous research in 
Midlothian Council entitled 5+2 Journeys: 
Supporting Midlothian’s Most Vulnerable 
Young People (2015). The research mapped the 
life experiences of a small group of children in 
residential schools outwith Midlothian and 
identified excellent practices in fostering 
positive relationships, the inclusion of 
children’s voices, developing self-awareness 
and strong partnership working. Three main 
theoretical frameworks influenced this study. 
These theoretical frameworks are important 
because they challenge our assumptions about 
care experienced young people. In this section 
we give a general overview of the three 
theoretical frameworks. 
 
2.1 Attachment Theory 
One of the main frameworks underpinning the 
research is attachment theory. This is an 
understanding of relationships between 
humans. Every child needs safety, security and 
stability in order to function well and fulfil their 
potential in all aspects of their lives. The actions 
and attitudes of parents and carers towards their 
children instils messages in children about their 
value and purpose. The consistency of care 
which Winnicott’s (1964) ‘good enough’ 
parent or carer can provide, helps the child 
acquire a sense of security and confidence in 
the world around them. A child’s basic needs 
are met through the consistent attunement of a 
caring adult. 
 
Bowlby (1969, 1988) claimed that parents are 
used by children as a ‘secure base’, and that 
parents and children form what Bowlby termed 
a ‘secure attachment’. A child who is securely 
attached is able to tolerate a certain amount of 
stress and challenge in the world around them, 
as they are able to draw security from their 
internal secure base without needing the 
presence of the parent.  
And significantly for education, these 
securely attached children are able to 
transfer these learned patterns onto 
other relationships and experiences they 
encounter in the wider world. So they 
have the necessary starting point to 
progress in all aspects of the emotional, 
social and academic learning. (Bomber, 
2017 p.20) 
 
Issues of belonging and exclusion in early 
years, primary age and high school age are seen 
as a continuation of initial experiences of 
attachment with parent/carer, in that they 
contribute to the formation of beliefs and 
expectations within a child’s internal working 
model. Thus a child will have expectations 
around their own and other people’s behaviour, 
around how lovable, worthy and acceptable 
they are, and most especially about the 
emotional availability and interest of others and 
their ability to provide protection. 
 
Children who are in care will be in such a 
situation because of a breakdown in the 
expected level of care in the home environment. 
“…Many children will have experienced a 
combination of the five risk factors [emotional 
abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, physical abuse, 
domestic violence]” (Bomber 2007, p.22). 
Together with this, the likelihood of 
displacements of home and school leave a 
significant impact on a child in terms of trauma 
and loss.  
So the child will be in the process of 
grieving (for all that has been lost), as 
well as struggling to cope with the 
present situation, with skills and 
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strategies that have not been enabled to 
develop properly. (Bomber, 2007, p.22) 
 
Thus, the vulnerability of care experienced 
young people has its foundation in the lack of 
formation of the internal working model, but 
may be further compounded by an ongoing lack 
of stability. For such children, the contexts 
where social skills are formed are the everyday 
living environments of care placements. 
 
2.2 Ethics of Care 
Under the Children (Scotland) Act 1995, 
‘Looked After Children’ are defined as those in 
the care of their local authority. The concept of 
‘care’ has been studied by numerous 
philosophers and practitioners, a number of 
whom (see Barns, 2007; Held, 2006; Holland, 
2010) argue that a distinction needs to be made 
between ethics of care and an ethics of justice: 
An ethics of justice focuses on 
questions of fairness, equality, and 
individual rights, abstract principles and 
a consistent application of them. An 
ethics of care focuses on attentiveness, 
trust, responsiveness to need, narrative 
nuance and cultivating caring relations. 
(Held, 2006, p.150) 
 
Both occur within the framework of Looked 
After/Accommodated Children. The ethics of 
justice and equity seem more predominant as 
these involve doing something or putting 
something in place, and are therefore more 
measurable, particularly in educational and 
social contexts where discourses of impact and 
outcomes have become so significant (see next 
section where statistics are given). Laura 
Steckley and Mark Smith (2011) argue that a 
care ethics offers “an alternative to technical / 
rational paradigms” (p.182) that underpin 
numerous policies and actions. Nel Noddings 
(2012, see Carol Gilligan 1982) emphasises 
that care is relational (see also Held, 2006). 
Ethics of care does not start with the individual 
as a moral agent, but in a relationship: in 
moment(s) of encounter, whether this be long-
term or the briefest of encounters. This links 
with and builds on the theory of attachment 
mentioned above. In an encounter, Noddings 
(2012) argues, “the carer is attentive; she or he 
listens, observes, and is receptive to the 
expressed needs of the cared-for” (p.53). 
However, Noddings also emphasises the 
contribution of the cared for. She argues that the 
cared for needs to show a sign of response, even 
if a basic sign is made, for example a smile, a 
sigh, a tear. “Without this response, there is no 
caring relationship no matter how hard the 
carer has worked at it” (p.53). This point seems 
very significant as will be seen in later sections. 
 
Assumptions often focus on ‘taking care’ of 
care experienced young people, that is, adults 
taking care of a particular group of children and 
young people. Care “emphasises 
interdependency in relationships and a 
recognition that we are all care-givers and care-
receivers” (Holland, 2010, p.1665). Children 
are not only on the receiving end of care, but 
they also provide care to those whom they 
encounter. This positions children who are care 
experienced as agents in this regard. One of the 
care experienced young people recounted how 
she recognised neglect in children in her class, 
even while her own needs were not yet known.  
 
2.3 Sameness and Difference 
In the encounter between the carer and the 
cared-for, Adital Ben-Ari and Roni Strier 
(2010), Amy Rossiter (2011) and Nai Ming 
Tsang (2017) argue that the carer is never in a 
position of “gain[ing] a complete 
understanding of service users by using their 
professional knowledge and skills” (Ming 
Tsang, 2007, p.312). Clive Baldwin and Brandi 
Estey-Burtt (2012) assert that caring involves 
‘an orientation to the Other that recognizes the 
continuous, narrative nature of being by 
refusing to “fix” the service user into certain 
categories’ (p.11). In any encounter, the people 
that are within this relation are never equal or 
the same. One is always ‘an other’ to the other. 
Following on the ideas of Emanuel Levinas 
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(1987), “the other is what I myself am not” 
(p.83). Sharon Todd (2001) reminds us that the 
Self (I) and Other exist as radically distinct 
beings, “the Other is not ‘like me’ nor am I ‘like 
the Other’” (p.437). Despite all our efforts to 
empathise and ‘be with’, we are not ever able to 
understand fully the children and young people 
we encounter. This is not a limitation, but rather 
an invitation to be open to the other continually, 
and not assume knowledge of the other’s life, 
no matter how much we have been exposed to 
it. For Levinas this “obligation to, and 
responsibility for, the Other, is unlimited” 
(Denise Egéa-Kuehne, 2008, p.32). 
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Section Three: Statistical Data 
The aim of this section is to give an overview of the data within this area of research to 
contextualise the discourses that emerge in the subsequent sections. The Scottish 
Government publishes official statistical data on Education Outcomes for Looked After 
Children every other year (current data is of 2016/17). 
(see https://www.gov.scot/publications/education-outcomes-scotlands-looked-
children-2016-17/).  
3.1 General points: 
 On 31 July 2017, there were 14,897 looked after children in Scotland - a 
decrease of 3% from 2015. 
 On 30 June 2017, the population of Midlothian was 90,090. 19.1 % (17,229) 
were children under the age of 15 years. 
3.2 Number of Looked After and Accommodated Children (LA/AC) in Midlothian. 
 Number of all LA/AC in Midlothian is: 231 
 LA/AC that identify as boys are 117 
 LA/AC that identify as girls are 114 
 
 Residential Care Foster Care Kinship Care Looked After at 
Home 
Primary 1 25 30 41 
High School 22 26 16 34 
 
3.3 Percentage of school attendance of pupils: 
 
 All 
children in 
Scotland 
Children in 
Midlothian  
LA/AC in 
Scotland 
(full year 
and part-
year 
together) 
LA/AC in 
Midlothian: 
looked after 
away from 
home 
LA/AC in 
Midlothian: 
looked after at 
home 
Primary  94.9% 94.64% 93.05% 96.95% 83.02% 
Secondary 91.2% 89.88% 81.25% 88.39% 83.02% 
 
3.4 Number of pupils excluded from school: 
 
 All 
pupils in 
Scotland 
Looked 
after full 
year in 
Scotland 
Looked 
after 
part year 
in 
Scotland 
 All pupils in 
Midlothian 
Midlothian 
LA/AC 
away from 
home 
Midlothian 
LA/AC at 
home 
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Primary 6 per 
1000 
pupils 
31 per 
1000 
pupils 
50 per 
1000 
pupils 
 0.02% 0% 0% 
Secondary 29 per 
1000 
pupils 
126 per 
1000 
pupils 
190 per 
1000 
pupils 
 0.10% 1.71% 1.09% 
Please note that the variables in the above table are not the same. 
 
3.5 Percentage of school leavers by their highest level of attainment: 
 
 All School 
leavers in 
Scotland 
 
Looked after 
full year in 
Scotland  
Looked 
after part 
year in 
Scotland 
Midlothian 
LA/AC (full and 
part-time 
together) 
 
1 or more 
qualification at 
SCQF level 3 or 
better 
98% 86% 
 
85% 76.92% 
1 or more 
qualification at 
SCQF level 4 or 
better 
96% 78% 65% 69.23% 
1 or more 
qualification at 
SCQF level 5 or 
better 
86% 44% 29% 53.85% 
1 or more 
qualification at 
SCQF level 6 or 
better 
61% 16% 8% 7.69% 
1 or more 
qualification at 
SCQF level 7 
19% 1% 2% 0% 
No passes at 
SCQF 3 or better 
2% 14% 15% 23.08% 
 
3.6.1 Children looked after by disability status in Scotland (July 2018) 
 
Disability % looked after children 
in Scotland 
Yes 10.6 
No 63.8 
Not yet assessed 0.1 
Not known/recorded 20.9 
 
3.6.2 Children looked after by disability status in Midlothian (March 2019) 
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Child - Affected by Disability 1% 
Child - Learning Disability 6% 
Child - Multiple Disabilities 1% 
Child - No Disability 68% 
Child - Not known/recorded 4% 
Child - Physical Disability 1% 
Child in Need 16% 
Learning Disabilities 1% 
Not Relevant 1% 
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Section Four: First Theme - Identity 
 
4.1 Sameness and Otherness  
 
What about me? 
 
The above question was posed by a young boy 
who was attending a school outing with his 
class. At face value, this outing matches the 
required criteria for inclusive practice. 
However, as one carer recounts, the boy arrived 
in a taxi and was constantly accompanied by 
two adults, laughingly referred to by the carer 
as ‘security guards’. He had not been counted 
in when lunch was being provided. Noticing 
this, he asked the question, What about me? 
 
This example is one of many stories in which 
clear, albeit inadvertent, messages were passed 
to young people that there was ‘sameness’ in 
groups of children to which they did not belong, 
that somehow they are different from the 
majority of other children. The language, and 
particularly, the terms used in reference to care 
experienced young people is very indicative. 
These terms serve to ‘other’ these children and 
place them in a different position from the rest, 
and are indicative of a particular attitude 
towards and way of being with care 
experienced young people. Terms such as 
unsafe, challenging, dangerous, lacking, can’t 
have them here are some examples that came 
through in this research. These terms came 
across very strongly in many of the interviews 
and link care experienced young people 
fundamentally with their behaviour (see Anne-
Marie Day, 2017). This is prominent in 
educational contexts where behaviour control is 
necessary for the whole system to function. 
When asked about educational achievement of 
young people in care, a carer hastened to clarify 
we don’t even have time to think about that… 
their behaviour gets them into trouble at 
school, and then they are excluded and then 
they don’t want to attend because they are in 
trouble (Carer). One of the narratives recounted 
by another carer describes a teacher’s response 
to a young person in care coming back from a 
lengthy absence. The young person was told 
that  
‘the class was a happier place without 
you’… and all we ever get told is that 
our kids are challenging, unsafe to be 
around, dangerous, the school cannot 
manage them (Carer). 
 
Other incidents: 
The Headteacher called him an idiot in 
front of the Depute. ’Cause he tripped 
on his shoelace. ‘Only an idiot does 
that,’ he said. He’s the Headteacher! 
(Carer) 
 
… She was asked ‘what’s that lovely 
smell?’ She got her spray out and 
pressed it in the lady’s face. They’re 
saying she did that on purpose. “I 
shouldn’t have done that” she said, but 
it’s how their brain works. Yes she 
knows it’s wrong after the fact. It’s the 
impulsiveness and severe dyslexia. I’ve 
been at them  - she was diagnosed at 
primary. But try to explain that to the 
school. Keyla will text me to say that 
“the adult is not listening…school 
doesn’t listen”. School says, “she 
knows it’s wrong”. (Carer) 
 
There’s no consequences in Ronan’s 
life. He just does foolish things.(Carer) 
 
The ‘behaviour’ identity of the young person 
does not only occur at school. Carers argue that 
other parents of pupils within the same class or 
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school also assign a ‘master status’ to 
behaviour when talking about care experienced 
young people. A young person in care was 
playing with his friend, and this young person 
held his friend by the throat. The other boy’s 
father was talking about this to the foster 
mother:  
Well, Murray [care experienced young 
person] had him by the throat… well ye 
ken what kids like Murray are like.  I 
said “what do you mean kids like 
Murray”. “Well he’s not right is he? I 
said “Harris [father of other boy], what 
do you mean he is not right?” That’s the 
perception. I think that is the problem in 
schools as well they think when you go 
in and you are a foster carer and not a 
parent it is like an automatic approval 
to say what they like about that child.  I 
was out one night and a girl came up to 
me and her son was in in Murray’s class 
and she goes “how’s things going?” 
and I says “not too bad.” “Well the time 
he kicked off we were all talking about 
it on Facebook” and they were all back 
and forth: Murray had done this and 
that. (Carer)  
 
The carer’s perception here is that a carer, not 
being the biological mother or father, is not 
meant to feel for the young person in care in the 
same way as a parent, and can therefore be told 
the stark facts about him.  
 
Day (2017) reminds us that being “labelled as 
deviant by education staff, labelling theory 
states that the “self-fulfilling prophecy” can 
emerge, in which an individual can then 
internalise this label and become a ‘criminal’” 
(p. 127). Edwin Lamert’s (1951) work explains 
how the use of labels falls within the primary 
deviance stage category. This is when those 
around a young person label her according to 
“bad” behaviour, and the young person 
responds to this. This can lead to the occurrence 
of secondary deviance: young people may 
accept the label for themselves and then go on 
to act in the manner expected of them.  
 
As well as the language used to portray care 
experienced young people, there were also 
assumptions of deficit that emerged 
continuously from the interviews. The child 
with behavioural difficulties is first identified, 
and then at times (not always) the behaviour is 
‘justified’ due to difficult family circumstances. 
An educator said: 
I would at times need to give a bit of 
detail about the young person’s family 
circumstances for the teachers to 
understand the child’s behaviour… But 
at the same time you try explaining to 
teachers: some of these kids have got 
real difficulties going on, just be 
mindful of what’s happening, give them 
slack. I don’t mean slack in terms of 
letting them do whatever they want, just 
be mindful if they do not have a book or 
a pencil just be mindful it’s because last 
night was chaos. 
 
some of them are comin’ in and they’re 
starvin’, they’ve had domestic abuse 
over the weekend, they’ve had… you 
know, their clothes aren’t dry 
(Educator) 
 
Guidance teachers said that they would only 
share information with teachers if the young 
people in care consented: 
…if there are any issues, then I’ll go to 
the child and we say, “look we know 
you’re struggling and stuff. Maybe now 
it would be worthwhile explaining to the 
teachers there’s a bit of disruption at 
home”. With an agreement with a pupil, 
cause that’s important, quite often we 
can put out an email to the staff, saying 
“due to family circumstances, things 
are quite difficult for the moment. Can 
you just be mindful, don’t raise it. If 
there’s an issue, come speak to me.” So 
we try and do it as discreetly as 
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possible, trying to keep the feelings of 
the young person. But I wouldn’t do that 
without getting permission from the 
young person. 
 
While it may seem that the act of asking 
permission from young people in care to tell  
teachers more about their lives, is an expression 
of the young person’s voice, it may not only add 
more pressure, but also responsibility to that 
young person. The young person is asked to 
share details of his life to the teachers so that 
the teachers can justify his actions. There is a 
danger to it becoming a ‘pity’ discourse: a 
tragic story is recounted and one feels sorry for 
that person and tries to support. Other questions 
need to be asked, such as: Do school structures 
bring about situations which contribute to a 
child’s lack of belonging, thus leading to 
behaviour challenges? Knowing that school 
structures affect behaviour, could school 
structures be different? We invite readers to 
step outside that which is familiar and ask such 
questions, even if these questions are 
challenging and create discomfort. The 
following quote gives an example of an 
educator who has faced such challenging 
questions: 
…quite quickly young people here 
realise that, that people are gonnae 
react very differently here, to them, and 
their behaviour, than they have done in 
every other establishment that they’ve 
been in … they’re spoken to about, not 
the rules, but about the boundaries, 
about how things work and I think 
because we have the breakfast club 
between half past eight and nine o’clock 
it gives them time to have that, sort of 
time to get used to it and they, they tend 
to just, kind of just filter into the day… 
it doesn’t really take them a huge 
amount of time … So actually you can 
have boundaries, and you can 
stand…like, within those boundaries, 
but still have the relationship.  And 
that’s I think the thing that some schools 
struggle with -  they have rules that 
probably don’t make sense to any 
children, to be honest, and they feel that 
they need to stick to these rules, 
whereas if they just had that bit of a 
relationship, they can pick their battles, 
so if the children have not got a tie on, 
they’ve not got a tie on, it’s not a 
catastrophe… 
 
Another educator pointed out that most of the 
difficulties that care experienced children and 
young people faced could be seen as seen as 
coming from the adults, not the young person:  
as I refer to Looked After people as my 
wee people, because actually, it keeps it 
clear that we have a duty and a 
responsibility to them, as if we are their 
parents. And I strive for the best for my 
own kids, so I should strive for the best 
for my wee people. And it is probably 
the wrong phrase to use, it’s probably 
not the best phrase to use, but it helps 
me to keep in my brain, my 
responsibility in that sense, so that’s 
from where I work from. Lots of times I 
actually use that analogy of the wee 
people to help kids understand that 
something is a big person’s issue, the 
big person needs to take responsibility 
for it, it is not necessary for you… that 
worked for me. (Educator) 
 
One of the educators made the point that it is 
essential to see through behaviour to see the 
young person as a young person: young persons 
at times have a reputation before they come to 
High school and teachers just see the poor 
behaviour in class, and they would deal with 
that first. Some teachers would see through 
that, and see that he was a good kid. (Educator) 
 
4.2 Care experienced young people and 
Additional Support Needs (ASN) 
In Scotland, The Education (Additional Support 
for Learning) (Scotland) Act 2004 (amended in 
2009 and 2016), considers a child as having 
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additional support needs (ASN) when “the 
child or young person is, or is likely to be, 
unable without the provision of additional 
support to benefit from school education 
provided or to be provided for the child or 
young person.” (Scottish Government, 2017, 
p.17).  
 
In Scotland, Additional Support Needs 
identification rates increased from 10.4% of the 
school population in 2010 to 24.9% in 2016. 
Scotland uses 24 categories of ASN (see 
Scottish Government 2017), described as 
reasons for support. In 2016, the largest 
categories were Social, Emotional and 
Behavioural Difficulties, followed by English 
as an Additional Language and other Moderate 
Learning Difficulty. Between 2010 and 2016, 
these categories grew most rapidly (see 
Carmichael and Riddell, 2017, p.35). In 2016, 
10,894 pupils were defined as Looked After in 
Scotland, which equates to 1.6% of the school 
population. Of those Looked After children, 
8896 were deemed to have ASN, meaning that 
81.7% of Looked After children are considered 
to have ASN. All Looked After children and 
young people have Additional Support Needs 
unless an education authority determines that 
they do not require additional support in order 
to benefit from school education. 
 
As shown above, Looked After children fall 
under the category of Additional Support 
Needs. In addition, some care experienced 
young people may also have additional labels 
which categorise them as having Additional 
Support Needs (see Cundy and Duffy, 2010).  
 
In Section Two of this report, there is a very 
general overview of Looked After Children 
who are assessed as having impairments. This 
statistical data gives a general indication and 
does not provide a picture of the variety of 
Additional Support Needs that Looked After 
Children and Young People have. Yet, 
throughout this study many carers spoke that 
the young people under their care had either 
traits of autism, or social and emotion 
behavioural difficulties (SEBD), or attention 
deficit/hyperactivity disorders (AD/HD), to 
name the most common ones. 
it doesn’t matter that they’re not with 
their parents – they’d still have the 
difficulties (Carer) 
 
It’s not like they’ve got a nanna thing or 
a papa thing. It would have been the 
same with their person. It’s not 
attachment issues. It’s the disability 
that’s problem. (Carer) 
 
However, carers also pointed out that some of 
the children were born to mothers who misused 
substances while pregnant. The issue here is 
that the experience of being in care is enmeshed 
with other experiences of autism, or SEBD or 
AD/HD. In comparison to other children, often 
the label of ‘being on the autistic spectrum’, or 
SEBD or AD/HD becomes significant and in 
many ways determines the lives of these 
children. Carers recognise that sometimes, 
there is something more to contend with 
besides the fact that the child or young person 
is in care.  
In school, these children have problems 
and they get disruptive, disrupting the 
class. If there was more support in these 
schools that can identify the children’s 
needs and what’s creating it… If they 
have ASD, ADHD, some of these kids, it 
all comes out so they have emotional 
problems so they cannot pick up what’s 
being said, because they don’t 
understand it, so they get upset and 
angry (Carer) 
 
An educator spoke about hidden disabilities and 
made the point that poverty is a hidden 
disability: 
There needs to be more of an 
understanding in terms of people 
recognise you know if someone’s been 
diagnosed with autism then they need 
more support, if diagnosed with ADHD 
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/ Down Syndrome they need more 
support.  People need to recognise that 
poverty is a disability, and you can’t 
just say, “I know that but, he needs to 
understand this is a school and we have 
standards” and…what’s the favourite 
line, “disrupting the good order of the 
school”.  There’s a disconnect there of 
understanding that that has a mental 
impact on you.  They maybe aren’t 
displaying physical disabilities that 
other children have but it is a disability, 
like a hidden invisible disability, and 
that’s what’s the problem I think.  So…if 
you could better educate the 
schools…(Educator) 
 
Carers introduced the children they were 
talking about in these ways:  
He was always a difficult kid, ADHD 
and other things, always been impulsive 
and aggressive, had problems from day 
one. (Carer) 
 
…both severe ‘off the Richter’ scale 
ADHD, Aspergers, dyslexia, lots of 
other problems. Don’t ever feel as if 
they’ve had the help and support that 
the kids deserve. One was labelled the 
bad boy, out of class, sit in corridor. 
He’s a huge problem… (Carer) 
 
Both medicated. Even with medication 
really difficult – no concentration. 
Peers call one of them a pest and a pain. 
He upsets whatever they’re doing. He 
upsets someone to get attention – no 
matter whether it’s positive or negative 
– it’s still attention. Psychological 
problems…(Carer) 
 
4.3 Coding system 
Most schools in Midlothian have a tracking 
system which codes children. The aim of the 
coding is to help teachers see beyond the 
behaviour that a young person in difficulties 
may present. It is to help teachers ‘think again’ 
before dealing with the presenting behaviour, 
and possibly see the young person as one who 
is trying to make sense of some chaotic life 
circumstances. Knowing that a young person is 
‘coded’ as care experienced is aimed to support 
the teacher in the moment when the teacher 
needs to understand the child:  
We have a Matrix system in school. 
There’s a wee asterix near name if 
they’re Looked after or accommodated 
or care experienced. Teachers don’t 
need to know any further details about 
it. (Educator) 
 
It is assumed that teachers’ focus will widen or 
deepen upon noticing that there is a wee asterix 
next to the young person’s name, that it will 
trigger in them an awareness of the presence of 
difficulty and therefore unsettledness in the 
young person’s life. And this is helpful. Yet we 
need to be mindful that the code does not in any 
way capture the minutiae of that young person’s 
needs, the intricacies and details which have 
been affected by this change in her life. The 
young person is placed within the collective 
concept of ‘Looked After’ or ‘care 
experienced’, which carries with it a number of 
assumptions. We cannot assume that the wee 
asterix, the code, gives us enough to understand 
what it is like to be that young person. The label 
does not capture the experience of that 
particular young person. No one knows what it 
is like to be in the young person’s shoes even 
for a minute, as one of the carers said. The 
following excerpt highlights this: 
… suddenly the headteacher understood 
the care that these two older children 
were putting on the younger children, 
because the younger children come in 
for the meeting, the younger children 
were like fireflies bouncing around the 
place just being 7 and 5 and 3 or 4, the 
school could see. They had been being 
punitive, ‘you are running late’, etc. 
Well, you are running late because you 
are helping with the other siblings 
because life is chaotic because there are 
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5 kids in the house. The headteacher 
said there was not a report that could 
have given that voice, that she had seen 
there… No preventative work, no 
supportive work, these wee ones have a 
home school practitioner going in, we 
did not have the equivalent for the older 
ones for school to be able to see. “I have 
seen it, I understand it, I get it. I know 
now they are supporting the two kids at 
my school. I am sure things are not 
going too well in that environment but I 
absolutely believe it helped harness 
more a powerful understanding of 
another part in the relationship”, said 
the head teacher. We are still trying to 
better support those young people and 
get them a soft start in the morning. 
Something like that can make the day 
for them. Can you imagine being that 13 
year old child who does not like school, 
who misses his mum because he does 
not get to see his mum, who is 
accommodated on a CPO then returned 
back to dad’s care and then his 3 wee 
ones came back too, it meant being in a 
different place again and then you take 
on some responsibility, because you are 
a big family and because that’s what 
happens in big families… Talk about 
not having their school uniform right, 
they’ve just done more than parents we 
work with can do. And again the young 
lad and his little brother and sister 
came and he was lying on the floor. The 
primary school got to see what he, as 
their carer, had to say and got a bigger 
picture of what the little ones were not 
telling them, so that big voice gets a 
chance for looked after kids at home to 
have one. So we need to find a way to 
make that voice louder, find a way that 
can become more significant in terms of 
people listening and understanding. 
(Educator). 
 
Readers are cautioned not to go to the other 
extreme and make assumptions of deficit about 
every child who is coded as Looked After. 
There are children who have settled in their 
changed circumstances and have thrived 
notwithstanding, or because of, these changes. 
Every scenario needs to be taken on its own 
merit.  
 
4.4 Young person’s lives and voice – multiple 
lives 
Insights were gained from the care experienced 
young people’s focus group about how their 
experiences affected their identities. A young 
person said that I was treated like any other kid. 
I was happy like that. That’s what I wanted. 
Some young people in care do not want to stand 
out with their teachers and in particular with 
their peers as being in care. The following is a 
very good example of this: 
A boy said ‘I like your dog, that’s a 
really nice dog’. And I said ‘oh yeah 
thanks’. And someone else says ‘she’s 
not got a dog’. And he says ‘oh yes she 
has, in that big massive house on the top 
of there’. And they said ‘that’s not 
where she lives. She lives in the worst 
street in this place’. How do you explain 
that one? Where is it that you live? In 
the worst street where you go for 
contact, or in the big house? I was like, 
‘my mum lives in one and my dad lives 
in the other’. But you have to remember 
the lies you’ve told. (Young person) 
 
The last sentence is very indicative: lying is 
fundamentally part of identity construction. 
The focus is to conceal at all cost that the young 
person is care experienced. One of the young 
people recommended, almost in an encouraging 
and reassuring tone: It’s ok – just keep it simple. 
The following is a narrative of a young person 
whose identity as care experienced might have 
been compromised in front of her peers:  
Teachers didn’t keep things 
confidential. My strict rule was that no 
one was to know that I was care 
 
 
19 
experienced. I didn’t accept my care 
identity – I would never have attended a 
meeting like this. So no other pupil was 
to know. The French teacher answered 
the phone, hung up and turned round 
and she said, in front of 30 other people 
“Rowena, the social worker is waiting 
for you in reception”. That was really 
difficult. I said I don’t know what that’s 
about, I don’t have a social worker, I’ll 
go up to my guidance teacher and see 
what that’s about” and I went up and 
then never went back to French lessons 
after that. I didn’t go to see my social 
worker I just went straight to my 
guidance teacher and said I’m never 
going back to French in my life. It was 
supported by the guidance teacher. 
(Young person) 
 
The phrase I didn’t accept my care identity is 
critical here. The concept and practice of 
‘Looked After’ functions on the children being 
labelled as such. This study is also part of the 
perpetuation of this label. So the question that 
needs to be asked here is: Is ‘Looked After’ part 
of the identity of care experienced children and 
young people? For this young person it 
certainly is not. Some young people went to 
great lengths to hide this aspect of their lives: 
sometimes it’s a choice to travel further. 
When I moved from one local authority 
to another, I decided who I was, what 
my story was, what my background was, 
and that’s how I managed to not let 
anybody know. I became homeless and 
I didn’t want to be oh that’s the 
homeless young person. I travelled 
everyday from Place X to Place Y to do 
a college course that I could have done 
in Edinburgh. So no one would 
associate me with that place. I would 
leave at 5 in the morning and get to my 
bed at 10 at night. So no one would 
associate me with that place. (Young 
person) 
 
One of the educators who participated in the 
research reported that a care experienced young 
person spoke to her about being very 
uncomfortable when leaving the class to attend 
meetings about his home situation. He believed 
that he was standing out and that it was causing 
his peers to wonder about the reason for his 
frequent absences. He did not want to reveal his 
circumstances and be stigmatised. The educator 
believed that his point was very valid, and 
added to it that he was also missing out on 
lesson time, although arrangements were 
ongoing to accommodate his concerns. 
 
A carer pointed out that young people share 
with the school what the young person feels that 
she has to, yet this has its consequences: it’s 
what they want to divulge with the school. They 
keep it in themselves – it eats inside them. One 
care experienced young person was 
comfortable to acknowledge that identity with 
a particular person in school:  
I had a really good guidance teacher. 
Went to all the meetings. He would sort 
it out. When he left I asked him not to 
pass my notes to the next person 
because I was happy where I was. I was 
in a voluntary placement. It was not 
necessary to have meetings all the time 
anymore. (Young person)  
 
Why trust this ‘one’ person? This ‘one’ 
teacher? This ‘one’ guidance teacher? This 
young person gives us the answer: Positives of 
support – mainly from teachers being human – 
they chose to do it – no support put in place, 
just the teacher being human. The humanity of 
the teacher for this young person is everything. 
It questions the discourse of professionality that 
has become the norm in educational discourse. 
For the young person, it is the teacher being 
human that is the fundamental factor in being 
able to connect to her.  
 
4.5 Identity of Kinship Carers 
I wonder if that’s coming from a carer’s 
perspectives in terms of they also have been 
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through the mill, also have their world turned 
upside down. These words were expressed by 
an educator thinking about how the lives of 
carers, in particular kinship and foster carers, 
change when they engage in the care for a 
young person. Different types of carers have 
varied needs and live different realities.  
 
Kinship carers often do not only take care of the 
young person in question. Very often they have 
other members of the family to support. What 
they ask us is not to assume that all is fine just 
because the young people are with family 
members: 
Teachers get a note of who’s a looked 
after child because when it all broke 
down for Sarah [young person], ‘she’s 
fine she’s with her granny’, but how do 
they ken that? Granny’s dealing with a 
mother who is alcohol dependent and a 
father who is a social drop out. How can 
they say she’s alright cos she lives with 
her granny? She’s different to wee 
Gregor who’s in foster care. ‘She’s fine 
she’s with her granny’. (Carer)  
 
It is evident that being responsible for the 
young person is difficult and tiring. You’re a 
granny doing a mummy thing. This experience 
for many kinship carers takes up all their lives: 
It’s all consuming. None of us woke up 
in the morning and thought: I think I’ll 
just bring up another bairn. Do I feel 
resentful? Absolutely! When my friends 
and their husbands go up North to a 
lodge for a weekend. This is what we 
should be doing in our 60s, not bringing 
up a bairn (Carer). 
 
In the early stages you were still in shell 
shock. You probably weren’t the best 
parent for these children at that time 
‘cos you’re dealing with all the shit 
that’s going on with your daughter or 
your son so you’re not actually putting 
the bigger focus on, and because we’re 
older health issues come in…my 
husband had a double stroke, for 6 
weeks he was pushed from pillar to 
post.. my grandson was at my sister’s, 
he was at my niece’s, how must that feel 
for him? But I had to do what I had to 
do (Carer). 
 
It does catch up with you. No matter 
when he gets up, you have to start trying 
to support him. Finn can get up at 3 
o’clock in the morning. I’m tired 
(Carer). 
 
Carers face a variety of challenges whether it is 
understanding how numeracy is taught today; 
or trying to establish a circle of friends with 
young parents who have their children 
attending the same school or class.  
The way they teach is different from 
how I learned. I remember one thing, it 
was problem solving, it was the way he 
was to do it and I wasn’t quite getting it. 
I didn’t have a clue, and Finley does nae 
ken so I need to ken.  
 
Maybe they [kinship carers] are not 
giving out the nonverbal to say: come 
speak to me [to other parents]. Maybe 
they are not giving out the cues to say: 
come and see how wonderful this child 
is, because as a parent that’s what we 
generally do. This shifts a little bit when 
it’s a kinship carer because it may be 
that their daughter or son, the cousin 
who has failed this child, and they have 
all that guilt with them… I tell them, “I 
have watched you at school every part 
of your body gives out the message ‘do 
not speak to me’, you know, and they 
say, ‘I did not realise that’. Do you want 
to make it happen, the first person 
smiles at you gets you a non-verbal, say 
‘hello’ to them, talk to them, that helped 
that person build up their confidence. 
You think, if you are a nervous parent 
and you are at the gates and you are not 
talking to anybody, I wonder how many 
 21
 
 
of those children experience the same 
things. (Educator) 
 
The kinship carers being interviewed 
constantly engage with the schools and try and 
get involved in the school life as much as 
possible: I do my best – I phone everyday – I 
cannae do any more. I engage with all the 
meetings (Carer).  
 
A number of kinship carers, in particular 
through support they give to each other, are 
now advocates for the young people in their 
care. Some have been involved in writing a 
book where they reflected and wrote about their 
narratives: 
…about the book we have written, 
prompted by social workers and 
Midlothian Adult Learning. Meant to be 
a 6-week creative writing course. Never 
set out to write a book but the tutor was 
so brilliant, she brought everything out 
of us. It’s been presented in parliament. 
Had lovely feedback from the 
councillors and MSPs, not from the MP 
yet but addressing this (Carer). 
 
I did a talk at parliament and said what 
we were looking for is respect 
recognition and reward. And I didn’t 
mean financial reward. Respected for 
what you’re doing being recognised 
what input you have in society and 
rewarded so if you need extra help it 
should be there (Carer).  
 
In fairness, time has changed some 
things, being part of this group has 
changed people’s attitudes as to how 
you can challenge authority and how 
you can do it in the right way. We all 
have the articulate skills now to sit 
round the table and say I want to 
discuss this because I’m not happy 
about it And quoting things like the 
GIRFEC, (Getting It Right For Every 
Child), and being able to say you’re not 
getting it right for them because if this 
is the parent control then there’s no 
carer control, it’s what is best for the 
child (Carer). 
There is evidently an element of social justice 
that emanates from their experience as carers. 
The focus does not remain within their family 
but also extends to other young people in care 
and their carers. The following comes from a 
carer: 
I will expose everything [that had 
happened to her] for the simple fact I 
don’t want this to happen to another 
child because it has impacted on her 
confidence, her academia, her 
relationships, everything, all by the 
people that were put in place to protect 
her - they have abused her (Carer).  
 
The words above are strong and direct. Kinship 
care is a journey of discovery of one’s rights 
and responsibilities in relation to the care 
experienced young person. You get told this is 
what you must do and there’s no come and go 
then you find out later in life that there were 
things you could have done. It is a journey made 
up of pain, hurt and sufferings. It is also a 
journey of moments of joy and contentment: 
Gran felt great. What a wonderful way to be 
because everyone has got something to 
contribute (Educator). 
 
Summary  
 
The identities of young people who are care 
experienced are complex and multi-layered, in 
that various fluctuating issues and factors 
contribute to them. In school, these have an 
impact on confidentiality, information sharing, 
and other Additional Support Needs. Young 
people who are care experienced may have 
‘deficit’ identities bestowed upon them by 
others. Relationships in educational contexts 
need to be continuously reflected upon by 
educators and professionals so they can be 
mindful of the power their status bestows and 
the impact of this power on those whom they 
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serve. Children and young people may require 
additional supports in order to access inclusive 
education which consequently can make them 
stand out from others.  Young people and their 
carers want and need both confidentiality and 
sensitivity in relation to information sharing in 
school and acknowledgement of their 
circumstances. There were clear tensions in 
these findings in that young people wanted to 
be treated in the same way as others, as well as 
have their needs acknowledged and met with 
sensitivity from educational professionals.  
 
Recommendations  
 
* All educational professionals to be given 
mandatory training to raise awareness of the 
issues for care experienced young people 
relating to their identity, confidentiality and 
information sharing in conjunction with 
corporate parenting responsibilities. 
 
* Professionals and educators need to be 
mindful of the existence of background stories 
when addressing care experienced children and 
young people, even if details are not known. An 
attitude of openness and warmth, with an 
anticipation of a positive experience when 
being with young people could be conducive to 
building positive and meaningful relationships. 
 
* Professionals and educators should be aware 
of the issues around being a carer. It is a 
fulfilling experience, yet it can sometimes be 
difficult. Carers make a personal investment 
towards the well-being of children and young 
people in their care. Difficult moments (at times 
on a daily basis) are no less difficult for them. 
 
* An awareness of the effect of school 
structures, policies and procedures on care 
experienced young people and carers is needed. 
While these structures are necessary, 
sometimes they bring about situations which 
care experienced young people and their carers 
find difficult to manage. A young person’s care 
plan needs regular review – in the same way, 
structures, policies and procedures need to be 
reviewed periodically, to assess for relevance 
and whether they are reaching the aims for 
which they had been set up.  
 
* Although care experienced young people are 
automatically labelled as having Additional 
Support Needs, professionals and carers need to 
see beyond this. Other needs and diagnoses 
need to be considered and met, apart from LAC. 
 
* There should be acknowledgement that 
listening to the voices of care experienced 
children and young people is complex and that 
sometimes our way of hearing is actively 
diminishing the voices of children.  
 
* Professionals and educators need to be 
mindful of confidentiality around the young 
person’s life, particularly in relation to their 
peers. 
 
  
 23
 
 
Section Five: Second Theme - Academic Achievement, 
Schooling and Attendance 
 
In this section, the focus is on eight topics.  
 
5.1 Being present at school 
Sorry, you’re quite lucky I’m here 
today. (Young person) 
 
Most of the contact I have with school is 
in relation to keeping him in school… 
(Carer) 
 
Anyone who doesn’t want to go to class 
can go to leisure centre and disappear 
for a while (Carer) 
 
One of the major points highlighted in the 
Summary of Education Outcomes for Looked 
After Children 2016/17 (Scotland) is that the 
attendance of young people who are care 
experienced is improving (see Section 2 for 
data). School attendance is one of the important 
criteria on which a school’s care for its children 
is judged. In this study, an educator recounted 
how a young person who had thrived in care 
and started excelling in education, but had his 
placement close down because of a lack of 
financial resources. This resulted in him being 
back in his home and his attendance completely 
disappeared as did also his engagement in his 
learning. (Educator). The Educator reported 
this as the result of a decision which was not 
based on what is best for the young person but 
on what the Authority could afford to do. He’s 
not coming to school, so he’s not getting the 
supports from school which were working 
really well. (Educator) 
 
High on the agenda of most meetings is getting 
children to school, and how to do this. The 
interviews highlighted how much more 
complex the issue is than one of being 
physically present in school. In some of the 
discussions, student attainment was prominent 
by the very lack of time taken to discuss it, 
although it was asked about. There were some 
individual stories of success, but it was clear 
that those young people who struggled, and 
those around them, had a difficult time of it. 
One narrative concerned a young person whose 
placement had broken down and he went back 
to his home, thus changing from a high 
achieving student to a non-attending student. 
He’s got the same CAT scores as my daughter, 
but they’re not having the same life, an educator 
reported, seeing how the changed 
circumstances were affecting his engagement 
and drive. According to this participant, this 
young man would be quickly opting for early 
employment so that he could gain adulthood 
and independence earlier (possibly in order to 
resume academia later?) Even with the amount 
of schooling he’s missed, he’s still in the top set 
for maths and in the top set for English. 
However, staff have had to set their attainment 
expectations for his lower, not because of his 
academic ability, but because of how much 
schooling he’s missed. Whereas he should be a 
student who should be sitting for highers and 
advanced highers (Educator). 
 
Often the focus is not about learning, but 
merely attending school: 
…a minimum entitlement for looked 
after children – it is not what they learn 
– but often it is that they attend school, 
even if for a short period of time (Carer). 
 
He’s not getting an education as far as 
I’m concerned.  And I think it would 
struggle for anybody to come in and 
argue that he was… (Educator) 
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…schools are a bit too procedural… I 
was at a meeting, asking ‘what is this 
young person’s learning like?’ And 
nobody was able to tell me what this 
young person’s learning was like 
because they were all focussed on 
managing his behaviour. A nurturing 
approach, to recognise that a young 
person is struggling with his learning, 
which then makes his behaviour 
consequently worse (Educator). 
 
Learning remains a priority, but as the 
following quote suggests it is a hard balancing 
act that teachers experience on a daily basis: 
Teachers are trying to keep standards 
up, quite rightly, so they will challenge 
you. Cause imagine if they were to say 
“Och it’s ok, no need to bother”. It’s 
trying to get the message to them 
[young people] as well, but at the same 
time it’s trying to get the message that 
the pencil (lack of) is not the end of the 
world. Come on. It’s hard to find that 
balance. And you know some of these 
kids they can be doing a topic that can 
set them off, so it’s trying to…you can’t 
cover everything…but trying to make 
things easier. (Educator) 
 
…I think the problem is that the school 
are trying really really hard to deal with 
her but she’s not actually getting 
education. They’re very good at 
nurturing her…They are containing 
her. She’s not actually doing any 
education at all. They’re probably not 
pushing her because they do care about 
her. You can see how much they care 
about her and they want to help her, so 
then they’re not pushing the education 
onto her because they don’t want to 
upset her.  Kind of tiptoeing round her. 
(Educator) 
 
Some carers who participated in the research 
mentioned the word ‘expectations’ several 
times throughout the hour-long conversation. 
They saw the need for adaptation to structures 
and compliance to expectations. The carers 
were firm in their opinion that learning was 
available for young people who only needed to 
take advantage of it. High expectations led to 
higher attainment, according to these carers, 
and they thus believed that the latter were 
enabling, rather than stressful for these young 
people. One said that, as had been agreed in the 
beginning of the young person’s placement 
with them, he was monitoring the young 
person’s use of social media. Having had 
several conversations about the expectation that 
Joe will go to college after the age of sixteen, 
the carer reports being dismayed at reading a 
communication from the young person’s 
biological older sister, whose comments 
seemed to take as a given that Joe’s education 
would end when he was 16 and that he would 
then look for a job. 
 
A number of issues were mentioned in relation 
to being present in school: 
 
5.1.1 Part-time timetables 
Numerous carers expressed that the young 
people in their care are on part-time timetables. 
They had different ways of understanding this. 
Some explained that it is very difficult for a 
young person on a part-time timetable to 
resume attending full-time: It’s like they give 
up. (Carer) Other carers saw part-time time-
tables as a blessing: He’s on a reduced 
timetable right now. I was lucky to get him in 
school 3 times these 2 weeks. He was in the 
office this morning… He is clearly saying “I 
cannot cope” to us with his actions because he 
cannae cope (Carer). 
 
It is important to question what is actually 
happening while the young person is on the 
school premises. During this research, one 
interview was interrupted by a phone call from 
the participant’s granddaughter’s school, to 
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inform her that her granddaughter was not 
entering her classes. Discussions rotated 
towards questions about what happens when 
they actually do attend. What learning is taking 
place? How much of the young person’s time is 
spent on tasks which are core to the Scottish 
curriculum, namely literacy, numeracy and 
well-being? Carers said the following:  
 
It is so soul-destroying when you look at 
it. We had a girl, when we go for 
meetings we get told that she is capable 
of reaching Fives and Highers. Of 
course she did not want to attend 
school. The school agreed to have her 
for an hour a day and that hour a day 
consisted of dance, PE, art, music and 
at the moment she is working below Nat 
Three Level and not Nat Five Higher. 
 
Playing minecraft in the first 3 years at 
school – he could have done that at 
home. They failed him in primary. 
 
Once they are on a part-time time-table 
it is very difficult to get them back on a 
fulltime time-table. It becomes the norm 
part-time …. a reduced management 
time-table.  
 
Last year he was sleeping 3 or 4 hours 
a day…. they were quite happy when he 
is sleeping he can’t cause trouble so 
they were more than happy for him to 
sleep … When he was on a reduced 
timetable most of the time he was going 
about carrying books about or feeding 
the fish tank. He wasn’t actually 
learning anything… He mentioned 
something like the soft play room he 
goes there for 20 minutes every day for 
how long 6 months. Yeah, I agree that 
you put him in there during a topic 
where he does not need to be elsewhere, 
but don’t put him in there in the middle 
of maths or literacy. You need to know 
this.  Lots of little things.  What is he 
missing out on?  
 
…schools needs to be educated. How 
many years are children going to lose 
from their education?... They need a 
specialised place depending on the 
severity. Need to support these kids with 
their education. Government, local 
authorities. It all comes down to money. 
By law these children are entitled to 25 
hrs per week education. They don’t get 
it because of a behaviour problem…  
 
5.1.2 Time-outs and Exclusions 
…they were unofficially excluded, 
because the kids we work with should 
not be excluded from school so we had 
these informal arrangements where the 
school say that until we have a meeting 
in 3 days time they can’t come in. That’s 
an exclusion. Yeah. It’s just that they 
don’t call it exclusion (Carer).  
 
They called me, asking, ‘Has he had his 
medication this morning? Head 
Teacher was wondering if you’d take 
him home.’ ‘It’s 9:20am. I’ll take him 
home at 3.15pm’ (Carer). 
 
As already touched upon in the Theme of 
Identity (see Section Four), some young people 
who are care experienced have issues with 
behaviour regulation in schools. It has been 
made clear in various documents (see for 
example Exclusion From Schools In Scotland: 
Guidance to Education Authorities, 2003) that 
challenging behaviour is seen to be detrimental 
to the safety, to the positive learning and 
teaching environment of the whole school. 
Therefore, a decision to exclude a pupil may be 
taken to safeguard the rights of all pupils to 
learn and staff to teach without fear or 
disruption. While there is this collective 
emphasis of challenging behaviour, the onus of 
maintaining positive behaviour in schools is 
understood as a responsibility that pupils and 
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their parents must share in. (see Exclusion 
From Schools In Scotland: Guidance to 
Education Authorities, 2003). There is at play 
the collective and the individual, and while the 
individual may be seen to influence the 
collective, the influence of the collective on the 
individual does not seem to have the same 
recognition.  
 
In the opening quote in this section, the carer 
mentions that young people in care should not 
be excluded from school. This notion was 
repeated by many carers. Yet there is no legal 
or policy document saying that a care 
experienced young person cannot be excluded. 
What the Exclusion From Schools In Scotland: 
Guidance to Education Authorities (2003) 
document highlights is that “education 
authorities, when deciding whether exclusion is 
necessary, must have regards to the particular 
facts and circumstances surrounding individual 
incidents and/or pupils” (p.8). It also highlights 
that “Social work services should always be 
informed of a decision to exclude… and as far 
as possible, provision put in place to ensure the 
ongoing monitoring of the welfare of the child, 
as well as provision for their educational needs 
as described in the child’s Care Plan” (p.15).  
The facts and the circumstances of the care 
experienced young person are weighed against 
his actions and behaviour. This is not always 
the feeling of the carers: 
…when things go wrong they exclude 
too quickly. There is supposed to be the 
deal that LAAC are not supposed to be 
excluded but it still happens. And it still 
happens far too regularly. Some 
schools, we get the feeling that they 
don’t lose any opportunity to get them 
out because they are so difficult. 
 
From an educator’s perspective, being excluded 
is not a good solution both for the young person 
and the school. The aim is always to try and find 
ways of supporting the young person and for 
the school not to arrive to the point of 
exclusion. Some young people said that they 
thought it was inevitable: …to the point where 
young people are saying ‘just exclude 
me…that’s what happened in my last school, 
that’s what happens’…(Young Person). For 
young people, exclusion was also a way out of 
being in school. The experience of being in 
school was not positive, so that earning an 
exclusion was a good strategy to get away from 
it all. 
 
Discussions with educators brought out their 
great concerns and frustrations at what they 
termed are the very high thresholds which other 
agencies have before their involvement can 
start with a child or young person. Their 
perception was that a serious lack of financial 
resources is having a direct impact on 
children’s lives, as sometimes an intervention 
which they see as crucial is carried out only 
when a crisis point has been reached. 
 
5.1.3 Provisions and alternatives in school   
Many carers and educators brought up funding 
and resources in schools. If they’ve not got the 
resources, they’ve not got the resources 
(Carer). Carers questioned whether the young 
people under their care should be attending 
mainstream schooling or a special provision.  
There doesn’t seem to be any 
alternatives. The choices are either 
mainstream, if you are not coping in 
mainstream its Pathway for Success. 
And if that is not an option there isn’t 
really anything in-between if you are 
aged 12 and 15. It is just wonderland for 
a few years. (Carers) 
 
Some carers claimed that mainstream school is 
a very difficult place for the young people 
under their care. The difficulty is not only for 
the young people but also for the carers.  
Harrison is at the provision school. Is 
he in the nurture group with Tom? He 
has a full time placement. Most of the 
kids are part time but he’s got a full time 
placement this year. That is where we 
are at the moment.  It seems to be going 
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well….I am not getting a phone call 
every 5 minutes.  
Did you get a phone call every 5 
minutes.? 
When we were at mainstream school it 
was very difficult. (Carer) 
 
Another carer shared the following story: 
…I thought last year was really poor, 
the service he got from school. When he 
started the new term, I think it was a 
couple of days into it, got a phone call, 
was told Connor was kicking off, went 
upstairs, something annoyed somebody 
with a spider, teachers trying to 
intervene, putting their hands on him, 
lashed out, kicked out at a teacher, I 
actually had to go up and take him out, 
calm him down. After that they 
suspended him for a week. Went back 
after that he had one hour a day in 
school.  I was taking him down at 9am 
for an hour picking him up at 10. This 
went on for three months.  On a couple 
of occasions, I would take him down for 
9 o’clock but nobody would turn up for 
him, so I ended up taking him home. 
Because nobody come for him. He was 
only there an hour. I was with Connor 
24 hours a day apart from one hour of 
school. Within this hour I was 
sometimes getting phone calls saying 
Connor is misbehaving.  Even within 
that hour! What was he doing in that 
hour? 
 
Another emergent issue was the perception that 
carers had when support within mainstream 
school was given to the young person in their 
care. The following story continues from the 
one above, where this young person was going 
to school one hour a day. 
In that hour he got in the habit of not 
doing any work. So nobody could make 
him do work. New lady came in. 
Teacher support. But you could see he 
didn’t like her and she didn’t like him. 
It was very difficult for the lady because 
he was putting her under a certain 
amount of pressure because they told 
me “oh we will get a teacher involved to 
do the work with him”. But most of the 
time he ended up going about carrying 
books about or feeding out the fish tank.  
He wasn’t actually learning anything 
(Carer).   
 
This raises the question, is attendance 
sometimes seen simply as being physically 
present in school? Another carer said that the 
young person under her care came running 
home one day without shoes on because he was 
jumping about with younger kids in soft play, 
he got a bit boisterous and they told him to get 
out and he ran away home.  My understanding 
is he was there to learn things and he is jumping 
about with infants in a soft play just because to 
get him out of the way, just to keep him 
quiet…The perception of the carer was that the 
activity was about the child being present in 
school, rather than his learning. 
 
Within high schools, the issue of learning 
occurring in alternative settings was raised 
several times by the carers. Some carers were 
sceptical about the teaching and learning 
carried out in these supportive settings, and that 
not enough was being done in the core subjects: 
most of them are in the BASE where 
there are learning support community 
hubs. How many different names! 
That’s where the kids are, and it is 
difficult for us to keep track what 
academic subjects they actually are in, 
which one is the BASE, which ones they 
are actually not taking part in, and how 
to support them even with the basic 
English and Maths that every child is 
supposed to be able to do. That’s not 
always true. Sometimes they do no 
English or Maths. (Carer) 
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On the other hand the educators argued that 
these alternative settings are a critical support 
for some care experienced young people: 
Whereas we have got other schools that 
are saying, ok this child’s not up to 
Maths 3, so we went to the resources, 
we went to the professionals and we 
asked for Maths 2 documents so that we 
can keep him within our school, 
because they are part of our school, we 
want them to be and they want to be 
here. Once upon a time that child might 
not have stayed in that school. The 
nurture base I think has been something 
particularly helpful as seen by high 
school from my experience of working 
from before it’s like night and day they 
are very focused (Educator). 
 
The nature of an alternative provision 
allows for possibilities of making 
overtures to young people, their parents 
or carers, as can be seen in this long 
quote: 
We’ve been working on trying to involve 
parents more, so we did a 
questionnaire, we had some parents up 
here in the kitchen, we’ve also been 
down to all their houses and given them 
questionnaires and talked about some 
things like how they would like to 
receive communication.  So the parents 
expressed that they thought that was a 
nice idea, that they would like to get a 
postcard, something, we said would you 
like a phone call to say that they’ve 
done something well and they were like 
no it’d be quite nice to have something 
… we asked them what lessons they 
would like to participate in and most 
were interested in joining the cookery 
class… it’s probably less intimidating 
than sitting in English class or 
something like that…  
 
I think we kind of relieve pressure, so by 
having an educational package up here, 
where they’re not gonnae get constant 
phone calls, or they know then, I think 
what we do for the house is relieve the 
pressure that they have on childcare 
and stuff, ’cause as soon as the school 
implements a part-time time table, 
they’re relying on parents and carers to 
be able to manage that or for them to 
get support from other places. 
 
We generally have good relationships 
with the parents, they’re usually quite 
grateful that we are providing them 
something because they’ve been tearing 
their hair out for a long time with 
schools and exclusions and things like 
that, and that’s no longer there. 
 
it is about them being able to come and 
meet the teachers, and the teachers say 
“this is what we’ve been working on”, 
maybe show them a piece of work that 
their child’s done and say, “this is the 
progress we’ve made”, so it is to have 
those conversations and… probably a 
bit more primary school, like what you 
get in a primary school Parents’ Night 
than what you would get in a secondary 
school, it’s just kind of open door… 
(Educator) 
 
 
5.1.4 Homework  
The issue of whether homework aids academic 
achievement, and to what extent, is still very 
much debated internationally (see Núñez et al, 
2015). There are very limited studies on 
homework (see Leve and Chamberlain, 2007; 
Evans, et al. 2017) specifically in relation to 
care experienced young people. For many 
children homework is a big issue, and the role 
of the parents, as well as their teachers, is very 
significant in the successful completion of 
meaningful homework. Like everything else in 
life, it depends on the individual teacher. 
Someone could explain it really well and you 
think ‘I’ve got it’ or someone could be just like 
‘that’s how you do it’ and that’s just life 
(Carer).  
 
Homework raises a number of issues in the 
experiences of young people in care as it is a 
medium that links home and school. The doing 
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of homework or lack thereof sometimes causes 
the issues of home to be exposed in school, as 
reasons and justifications are asked by the 
school: 
I didn’t have a computer. Get shouted 
out for not doing my homework. It’s 
what actually happens. Get shouted out 
for not having a pencil. “Sorry you’re 
quite lucky I’m here today. I’ll bring a 
pencil next time.” (Young person) 
 
…homework – that’s down to teachers, 
I suppose. We say “they might not have 
a computer at home; they might not 
have internet”… Highlighting to 
teachers that they might miss homework 
cause… or I’ll send a wee note saying 
they’ve not got uniform today because 
they’ve had to stay at auntie’s last night 
because granny’s unwell or mum 
wasn’t right or… (Educator) 
 
Difficulties in completing homework do not 
rest only with the young people, but are 
extended to the carers who are looking after 
them. Some carers find homework time 
difficult to manage, yet others enjoyed it as a 
reason to be with the young person: 
Carer A: Academically they get treated 
like the other ones and maybe that’s the 
fairest way. I’m dead against 
homework. Can’t get Keiran to do it. 
Carer B: Ollie will just not do it.  
Carer C: We do what we can do. 
Carer A: It should be ‘see how far you 
can cycle’ 
Carer C: Sometimes homework is 
Sumdog. 
Carer A: When they give you a project 
to do in Primary 3, make a Viking long 
boat, I made a Viking long boat. I’ve 
made a roman chariot. 
Carer C: They just sit back and let you 
get on with it 
Carer A: Kieran loved the Roman 
project and I loved making that shield 
with him. It’s also your spending time 
with them. I think all homework should 
be like that. 
 
One school highlighted the development of 
mechanisms to support young people with their 
homework. Break time or times instead of 
lessons are used to support homework in core 
areas: 
…but they’ve got plenty of opportunities 
at school. Every dept makes lunchtime 
available so they can go along at lunch 
to help out. If we know a couple of kids 
are really struggling, we can use core 
periods like RE and stuff. They can go 
to Support for Learning, to the Base or 
nurture base. Give them some time to 
catch up on stuff, because we know it 
can be quite difficult at home, so we try 
to support them that way … (Educator) 
 
Interviewer: And do the young people 
themselves take up on the offer, to stay 
in at break etc? Interviewee: The 
younger ones not particularly, the older 
ones definitely. They’re really good at 
trying to manage it themselves. Younger 
ones need a bit more persuasion. It’s 
trying to tell them, get into the routine 
at the minute, then when you’re in 3rd, 
4th, 5th yr, it’ll be easier when it’s exam 
time. And they are starting to get that 
message, kind of drip system, drip drip 
drip… (Educator) 
 
Some schools are also supporting carers in 
understanding homework and how it is to be 
done. The age difference between some of the 
young people and their carers is an important 
factor for educators. For this carer, the teacher 
was absolutely right what he said ’cause now I 
say to Kyle, I say ‘I didn’t learn it that way, you 
explain it to me’, and when he does he has to 
actually figure it out himself. Schools are also 
offering support to carers:  
We had a LAAC review with a young lad 
who is in high school and I had the 
discussion of seeing how we can 
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support him in his learning and what 
can lead to that. Because as a parent it 
is very difficult to keep up with 
education and understand the changes. 
The school immediately said that they 
had a support system where they could 
talk to you about the curriculum and 
they invite people into the school. 
Within that we had two sets of parents 
and a grandfather, even extended it to 
the grandfather, you could come along 
too. If this chap is coming to you in the 
weekend, you could help out with the 
homework so I think that is maybe not 
in the minority…  (Educator) 
 
5.2 What would other parents do? 
A number of carers and even educators 
compared the experience of carers who are 
responsible for a young person in care to 
parents of other pupils. At times carers are seen 
to be at a disadvantage in relation to other 
parents, because sometimes they seem to have 
to accept a different measure of learning or way 
of doing from schools: 
And you’d be thinking, would other 
parents accept their kids going to 
school and only doing dance, PE, art? 
No, they wouldn’t! But because the kids 
are LAAC, they say at least they go to 
school (Carer) 
 
If a child is at home, the parents would 
saying ‘we can’t have that, we have 
jobs, so what have you done?’ (Carer) 
 
…and what happens is that a child 
might not be in school and for Looked 
After we have mechanisms. I am not 
sure how strong those mechanisms are, 
we know that on that day that a child is 
not in school … if they have not been in 
school for 2 weeks, why? Would a 
parent of another child not be in school 
and not know reasons why. You know? 
(Educator) 
 
5.3 Carers as educators  
One of the main concerns of many carers is that 
when these young people are at home, whether 
due to exclusion, to attending a partial school 
day, or to a refusal to attend, carers have to act 
as educators. Many carers recounted: 
I ask for work (when he has a reduced 
time-table or is excluded). What I 
usually get told is the guidance teacher 
has to gather that work from other 
teachers and actually it will not be 
ready until…well, it could be a couple 
of days. So they are relying on me to 
provide the educational work. I am not 
a trained teacher. It is very very difficult 
to gauge what stage of development the 
child is working, or where their 
understanding is, because there is a 
massive difference between different 
levels of English for instance, a massive 
difference… (Carer) 
 
…mostly schools don’t have anything 
online. Some schools will have like 
School X, homework is online… but 
some schools don’t even have that. It is 
very difficult for a kid who is at home to 
do school work. And they say they don’t 
do any work – and we say ‘no, actually 
you do’ – and they say ‘No I do not go 
to history anymore – I’ve not been to 
history for the last couple of months. 
I’m doing that at the Base, I’m not doing 
the same as everybody else’ (Carer). 
 
There are two issues at play here: on the one 
hand it is the ‘not knowing’ of the carers, and 
on the other hand, the inability to support the 
child educationally when they are at home (see 
Maclean and Gunion, 2003, p. 25). A sense of 
helplessness and unfairness was expressed. 
Some carers are elderly and their educational 
experience took place in very different contexts 
and times, while other carers working in 
residential homes could be very young: it was a 
key worker who went to parents’ evening for me 
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– she was 3 years older than me… (young 
person).  
 
One carer also pointed out that the work she 
was doing with the young person at home when 
excluded was praised by other professionals 
during a multi-agency meeting. This led to a 
suggestion that this could become part of the 
educational plan, that the young person should 
stay home for a few hours a week and have the 
experiences within the home count towards his 
educational entitlement. As a result, it was 
suggested by the various professionals, that as 
part of the educational programme of this 
young person, one or two days a week the 
young person should stay at home and the carer 
will be responsible for the education on those 
days.  
Sometimes I am expected to come up 
with something educational. I don’t 
want him to lie in bed all day [when he’s 
excluded], but I don’t want to be like we 
are not going to do fun things because 
you are supposed to be at school. You 
are supposed to be getting an 
education, so we try to do a little bit, 
kind of, we don’t stay in the house all 
day so ‘let’s go and try to find 
something more educational’. So 
whether that’s designing a castle, going 
for a walk somewhere, discuss whatever 
or even if it is a physical activity. Then 
because we are doing that and we have 
some success, we go to meetings and all 
of a sudden it’s been turned into: ‘oh 
well you have been having success so 
that’s now going to be in the 
educational package’. And you kind of 
go ‘wooaah, hang on a minute, that’s 
not how it started and also I am not a 
teacher…’ We see this written into the 
young person’s plan (Carer). 
 
This raises fundamental questions about 
learning and school, and the locus of 
responsibility for providing an educational 
package. Some educators who were 
interviewed for this research highlighted their 
concerns that some young people are being 
rushed through qualifications which may not be 
reflective of their capacity or potential. Thus a 
young person may leave school with five 
qualifications but they don’t move on because 
they don’t get a sustained positive destination. 
They get a positive destination, realise they 
can’t do anything and [leave]. (Educator) 
 
… some people genuinely do think that 
they’re doing a good thing helping 
young people, but they’re not equipping 
them with any kind of skills for life, or 
really helping them at all.  It’s 
false…and their parents are unlikely, if 
we’re being realistic, to understand the 
system, and know there’s anything 
wrong with it. (Educator) 
 
 …we’re gonnae get to a point, five 
years down the line from all this 5-at-3 
stuff, when people are gonnae realise 
that these people haven’t held onto any 
sort of destination and then somebody’s 
gonnae do something about it but that’ll 
be years from now... (Educator) 
 
 
5.4 Owning their own learning  
The advantage of students being responsible for 
their own educational experience is well 
established within Scottish educational 
discourse. It is part of the focus of lifelong 
education, that students learn to learn 
sustainably, and acknowledge that they are 
always learning throughout their lives. 
However, some of the young people with 
experiences of care may not be able to manage 
this, and their experience of schooling may not 
have been conducive to the formation of a 
positive attitude to school and to learning. 
Some children require more support if they are 
not yet able to do this. A number of carers 
mentioned that in many high schools, for 
parents’ night, it’s the kids’ responsibility to 
put their own time or you do it online. When 
they go into classes to write the names down 
our kids are often not in classes…. Sometimes 
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we would know about parents’ night after it has 
happened. Things get missed… 
 
5.5 Friendships 
In this study, most carers and young people 
themselves reported that care experienced 
young people have very limited or non-existent 
friendships: 
 
…our kids have no friends (Carer). 
 
Very few have friends within school. 
They come back and they tell you that 
they have been bullied more than 
anything, and that is the reason why 
they walked out of class. (Carer) 
 
Kids more unkind in adolescence 
(Carer) 
 
Basically that sums it up, they cannae 
keep proper friendships for love nor 
money, ’cause they don’t have, they’ve 
never learnt to have proper 
attachments.  (Educator) 
 
The second quote above points to another issue 
that was extensively reported by various people 
interviewed, that young people have been 
bullied because of who they are and the 
experiences they go through. A group of peers 
in the playground are saying to a looked after 
boy, “you’ve not got a mum you’ve just got a 
fat granny who cannae play football” (Carer). 
The playground can sometimes be a space 
which presents a number of challenges 
resulting in a very vulnerable time for care 
experienced young people, particularly in 
primary school, where there may not be as 
many clubs, support systems or spaces to access 
as in high schools. Carers questioned the 
support available for the social needs of their 
young people: Have teachers done something 
to support these children to have friendships? 
(Carer) 
 
The life challenges experienced by care 
experienced children and young people may 
make it difficult for them to initiate friendships 
and then to maintain them (see McClung and 
Gayle, 2010). Furthermore, factors in their lives 
continue to put them at a disadvantage.  
…if the girls, when they were younger, 
if they were at school and one of their 
class pals had a birthday, the parents 
[the biological parents and not the 
carer] say ‘that’s my wee kid; I’ll 
decide if they’re going to the party’, 
especially if the party takes place in 
contact time. My granddaughter was 
sitting in the hall at a party, greeting her 
eyes out, asked why by another parent 
why she is crying, and she said 
“because after this, I’m enjoying 
myself, and at a certain time I have to 
leave to go to my dad’s”. It was a case 
where it was the parent’s decision. 
(Carer) 
 
Never really went to any parties. There 
is a little girl he played with really 
nicely Emma. He played with her all 
morning in the cul de sac. He came over 
saying ‘Emma has something on’. Next 
thing you see parents going to her 
house, her whole class at her house at 
her party, and he was looking out his 
window and his school friends and 
realising they didn’t invite him.  
And do you know her parents?  
Aye I know them to speak to. But they 
had not said anything about the party. 
They obviously didn’t want him there; 
even if they said ‘could he come and 
could you stay’, I would have gone. But 
when things got worse in the class he 
got this reputation. He went outside, I 
said ‘Adam come in’. He didn’t 
understand, he said to them ‘how are 
you doing?’ ‘Adam you need to come 
in’ ‘Why do I have to come in?’. He 
doesn’t understand of course. And 
you’re trying to protect him and shield 
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him. He’s the only one not invited. That 
is really painful. He still plays with the 
girl now and again.  For me the social 
aspect of school is probably the most 
difficult thing because that is something 
you cannot support them with.  He is 
very popular when he went to school. 
He likes the girls, the girls like him. But 
the parents... Not because he was 
fostered. Because of the behaviours.  
They talk about it, that he would be 
better out of school. (Carer)  
 
Many carers and educators pointed out some 
young children tend to befriend the ‘wrong’ 
people. It is worth noting that young people 
want attention from others, and if they do not 
get that from their peers at school, they will 
inevitably seek it elsewhere. If young people 
have had attachment difficulties, there may be 
a tendency to replicate this. 
… a majority of them seek out certain 
kids. One girl in particular needs 
attention a lot and she gets it from the 
wrong places. So we’ve got quite a few 
behavioural difficulties with that girl 
because she gets attention from the kids 
that like to cause bother. And she thinks 
that’s positive but you try to explain to 
her that that’s not good. But she’s 
finding it really difficult because she’s 
been in care, now she’s back at 
granny’s. Granny’s trying to support 
her but she’s getting attention, so… 
(Educator) 
 
We’ve got the boys as well…they’re 
quite emotional. Probably it’s because 
they’ve had a lot of trauma when they 
were younger. And they’ve not quite 
fully processed it, or dealt with it, so 
they’re quite emotionally immature, I’d 
say. And in particular there are a 
couple of first years who are really 
struggling. One boy in particular who is 
at home, staying with granny at the 
minute. Granny’s getting no support 
financially, so that’s quite a burden. 
There’s a massive knock on effect that 
he feels bad for it. So that’s a massive 
pressure that’s put on him. He doesn’t 
think his mum and dad love him. So 
there’s lots…he’s got speech 
impairment, so there’s quite a few kids 
that take the mickey out of him. But at 
the same time he gets himself involved, 
tries to show off and bravado because 
he’s trying to fit in. He doesn’t want to 
show that he’s in care. (Educator) 
 
As already mentioned, many young people do 
not share with their peers that they are in care: 
My friends never ever knew I was in 
care. (Young person) 
 
My foster carers were lesbians. Joseph 
[a peer of the young person] thought 
one of them was my grandmother. 
(Young person) 
 
See that’s why I never went cause none 
of my friends knew. They knew nothing 
about them. I refused to let my foster 
parents go to parents’ night, cause none 
of my friends knew that I was in foster 
care. It got to the point where I just told 
them that I was adopted. (Young 
person) 
 
As some care experienced young people and 
educators pointed out, young people in high 
school tend to look out for each other and form 
little groups of friendships: 
High school’s really hard. To be fair, 
they tend to find each other. LAAC kids 
tend to find other LAAC kids. Yeah, it’s 
quite noticeable actually. In particular 
in first and second year I would say it is 
quite noticeable. They form their little 
groups. (Educator) 
 
In this study, young people were asked about 
play dates and sleepovers. They all laughed at 
this question. 
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Play dates! What, when your friends 
have to be police checked?! It never got 
there. All my friends were police 
checked, and their families. If anyone in 
their family had a criminal record, then 
I wasn’t allowed to go. And once you’re 
there, you’re not allowed to leave the 
garden. So I didn’t go. Parents were 
like, “what’s wrong with her? Why does 
she need us police checked? What’s she 
done? What’s happening there?” Cause 
I had told everyone I lived with my 
auntie and uncle. Then your family need 
to be police checked, if you’re going to 
stay with them. Then your family is 
police checked: “I’m going up to stay 
with my family.” They tell me that they 
“Need to have them police checked” but 
I told them“No, I’m going regardless” 
(Young person). 
 
This is no longer a procedure for a play date. 
Carers are encouraged to go through the same 
procedures they would for their own children. 
Police checks are not completely ruled out, 
though, for example for sleepovers. 
It’s even worse when your friends look 
at you to say, “it’s time for your sleep 
over”. Then I did, I said “Ok! Who’s 
coming to my house for my sleepover”, 
and they were like “Jesus, she lives in a 
mansion!” Yeah, it was a good job the 
other kids were staying elsewhere for 
their contact visits! I told them, “It’s my 
auntie and uncle’s house – it’s 
massive”. (Young person) 
 
Sleepovers, playdates, I can imagine 
that would be difficult. I suppose that’s 
the side of things we don’t know quite as 
well. They’ll quite often not go to things, 
just to avoid conversations like, ‘that’s 
not your mum’, ‘that’s not your dad’. 
Especially the younger ones, that’ll be 
more evident. Whereas in senior ones, 
they’re a bit more independent. 
(Educator) 
 
A few carers and educators mentioned that they 
feel that as the care experienced young person 
moves into the higher grades in high school, 
friendships tend to be more stable: 
Later in school I have to say that it’s not 
like that at all. They start to grow up a 
bit. I’ve found, in particular, the 
majority of kids in care tend to push 
themselves on because they want to 
better themselves, so that’s really 
positive. Can’t say that for all of them 
because we had quite bad experiences 
with a few of them. (Educator) 
 
There was a perception from carers that other 
parents of pupils influence their children not to 
play with particular children in care: some 
parents say ‘don’t play with those girls’ cos 
there’s something wrong with that family. The 
children didn’t choose this and haven’t done 
anything wrong. They have all this other stuff 
going on. (Carer)  
 
I don’t speak to anybody in the 
playground. My kids are known as the 
two brothers – the bad boys. They got 
labelled the bad boys, the bad brothers. 
Kids are not allowed to play with them 
in the village. Joe’s not bad. He’s quiet 
– he’s a shy thing. He went to play at a 
neighbour’s house: “My mum says I’m 
not allowed to play with you” and 
closed the door in his face. The mum 
said “You’re not allowed to play with 
him” and she shuts the door in his face 
(Carer).  
 
Never get invited to birthday parties. 
Never had an invite to a birthday party. 
“It’s so and so’s birthday. I never get a 
letter nana” – I tell him you’re going 
trampolining, that doesn’t matter. You 
don’t need a letter. But inside it kills me, 
the stigma that goes with my children. It 
comes through the parents as well – 
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they tell their children about the kids… 
(Carer). 
 
5.6 Extracurricular activities 
Different young people experienced this 
differently. And their involvement of extra-
curricular activities, during school time or after, 
depended on their behaviour:  
I found it difficult to join things because 
I was classed as high risk by social work 
so I had to go through so much before I 
was even considered to join, because of 
all the safety procedures of being in 
foster care, whereas everyone else 
could join regardless. The only thing I 
could join straight away was Girls 
Brigade because my friend’s mum ran 
it. But other than that, to go on trips and 
stuff at school, it took months before I 
could do anything. They would come 
and they assessed my behaviour for a 
couple of months. And when we went, 
the teacher would have a folder just for 
me with a risk assessment (Young 
person). 
 
I was in tears in this. It was the Nativity 
play – I was asked to keep him off. He 
wasn’t allowed to take part. ‘Nana, he 
was telling me ‘I’m going to be a 
sheep… I’m going to be a sheep’ I says, 
“Oh son!” ‘I knows my lines.’ ‘What’s 
your lines?’ He says ‘Baa!’ I says ‘oh 
son, you’re some guy! Then, it was the 
last day in the rehearsals. A boy kept 
agitating him and agitating him. So 
when it was his turn – his line – he said 
‘Baaastard!’ He’s out …he’s out. 
Sports day – he doesn’t have to attend. 
He knocks the fire alarm – he ran half 
way along the street – he’s good at 
sports; he’s good at running! The 
support I got was “keep him off”. But I 
cried because of the nativity. Everyone 
likes to see their bairns in shepherds 
outfits or sheep outfits. Not Joe. I’ve not 
got any photos of that (Carer). 
 
“…one year in the nativity play. He’s 
got no friends, he’s a loner. He likes his 
own company.  We went to the night 
show. He kept putting his head into his 
jumper. Standing at the back with the 
carol singers. Teacher kept going over 
and dragging… ripping the jumper off 
his head. He was putting it back on 
again. It was too much for him. Until my 
husband got up, went up to them and 
took him off the stage. He was 
embarrassed as well. He must have 
been overcome by the play, so he was 
covering his head. You can’t see him he 
can’t see you. My husband had to 
remove him. So now, he doesn’t take 
part. They can’t remember what to do 
and what to say. They get laughed at 
because they can’t remember what to do 
and what to say (Carer). 
 
A number of carers and young people spoke 
that at times the school would accept the young 
person as long as the young person was 
accompanied by the carer: we worked with 
young people who were told at the last minute 
that they can’t go. The only way he could go 
was if I went as well. So we were there, with me 
sitting beside him in the theatre – how discreet 
is that? With your carer sitting beside you? 
(Carer). On the one hand this could be a 
necessity to enable the young person to attend, 
but on the other hand it makes the fact that he 
is in care have a ‘master status’. It defines him, 
more than any other characteristic he has 
defines him. This was challenged by an 
educator: 
I would say ‘what would you do if they 
were not looked after?’ Because there is 
also that part, yes, we have to 
acknowledge that they are looked after, 
we have to acknowledge that they need 
some additional support or some 
additional considerations or some 
additional timeouts, whatever, but also 
we have to look and say, ‘it’s just a 
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child’, and we don’t make special 
exceptions in that area that actually is 
going to create more problems. We still 
challenge what’s not socially 
acceptable, we still support what’s 
causing the difficulties for young 
people, you know? (Educator) 
 
Not being allowed or not allowing a young 
person to participate is not a neutral act and is 
full of complexity. The emergent theme is that 
all these decisions taken in school are in some 
ways transferred on to the lives of the young 
people and carers: 
Care children usually do not participate 
in shows or other school activities. A 
particular child in primary was 
excluded from all social events leading 
up to High School because his 
behaviour needed two staff to be with 
him in primary school. He would take it 
to heart and it would come out days or 
weeks after in his behaviour. (Carer) 
 
Not all the young people in this study had 
similar experiences. Another young person had 
a very different experience: my foster carers 
forced me to join everything. Monday night 
judo, Tuesday night swimming, Wednesday 
night music… A number of carers also 
expressed this, where they overcompensate to 
the experiences of lack of the young person in 
their care: And like you say, planning the 
weekends, we’ve all been guilty… you do 
overcompensate and make sure you’re taking 
them somewhere. Why? What’s wrong with 
encouraging them to go out and play with their 
pals on the street, but no we’ve got to take them 
to trampoline park or the swimming pool. Are 
we guilty of isolating them as well? But we’re 
doing it for the best reasons. We’ll give them 
that ’cause they wouldn’t have got it with their 
mum and dad (Carer). 
 
There are also practical issues. For example, 
when the young person does not attend school 
in the catchment area, then it is difficult to 
provide transport for after school activities: 
We’re in the unique position that a lot 
of kids travel. And a lot of after school 
stuff is quite difficult. And actually you 
find that kids that are in care, who have 
quite supportive carers, will actually be 
the ones that will be like “you need to 
stay behind, you need to take part in the 
school show” so we’ve been quite lucky 
that way. That they’re quite good at 
picking them up, and stuff, so it’s kind 
of almost back to front. But, no, we’ve 
got an issue with that in the community, 
cause we’ve got kids travel from one 
side of the authority to the other, so it 
can be quite difficult. There’s nae 
transport at night. There’s talk about 
how we can make it easier, but I don’t 
know if we’ve got an answer yet. So I 
suppose that’s a difficult one… 
(Educator)  
 
Some of the schools in this study also pointed 
out other barriers to care experienced young 
people’s participation in extracurricular 
activities. Whereas funding was relatively easy 
to procure to support a young person’s 
participation, one of the educators mentioned 
that some young people may be eager to be 
home as soon as possible after school, because 
they are carers themselves and because they are 
worried about what might be happening at 
home. Another mentioned that the reason for 
lack of engagement was peer influence, where 
a young person might make an active choice not 
to buy into what the school can offer, as that 
was not deemed to be cool (Educator). In fact, 
one of the high schools decided to hold some of 
the activities, such as those in the Duke of 
Edinburgh award, in the morning, thus 
providing young people who secretly wanted to 
join with an excuse to present to their disdainful 
peers, as though they had no choice but to 
participate in that, or that in fact, they were 
engaged in this in order to get out of a lesson. 
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5.7 Communication between home and school 
I strongly believe that relationship with 
the school is important. Because that 
completes the picture. 
The above are the words of a carer when asked 
about school-home communication. It is not 
that the school and home only need to support 
each other, but that relationship completes the 
picture of young people and their educational 
journey.  
 
All schools in Midlothian, now have an online 
communication system where information is 
put up regularly on websites, and through 
emails, instagram, and text messages. Some 
schools send circulars to parents and carers. 
The following is a good example given by an 
educator on how school-home communication 
works: 
We’re trying to be looking at who’s 
taking part in the activities, and try and 
match it up with SIMD. So like kids that 
are from SIMD 1, 2, 3, potentially 4, 
and they can have the same experiences 
as 8, 9, 10 and we’re trying to make sure 
that every pupil has got the opportunity 
to take part. So we’re quite good at 
texting out “oh so there’s this on this 
week” or we’ve got a school app… or 
we send out emails to parents or carers. 
It’s a blanket email sent to all saying for 
example that we introduced new lunch 
clubs just 2 months ago. So that email 
goes to every person that’s on our 
Seemis record so, and it was updated on 
the app and on twitter. So we’d like to 
think we’re getting it covered… but it’s 
something we’ve recognised and like to 
tighten up on. Especially because of 
PEF money so we want to make sure 
we’re getting it right for (Educator) 
 
Different groups of carers react to this 
differently. It was evident that carers in 
residential homes and some kinship carers find 
communication with text messages and emails 
problematic, because they don’t always have 
the means or time to access these:   
Communication with school could be 
really bad. Because most 
communication with schools comes 
through text message, and we do not 
have any mobile phones; letters are 
given to kids, but our kids never get 
letters in. (Carer) 
 
There was a meeting at school, and one 
of the other parents complained 
because there wasn’t anybody there for 
our boy, but we genuinely didn’t know 
anything about this meeting. We don’t 
hear about plays, going to the pool, or 
taking money to buy at the tuck shop. 
Like they set up a tuck shop in school, 
and the kids were to bring money in – 
he ran a bill on the tuck shop because 
we didn’t know they needed anything. 
He was saying to them he was hungry 
(he wasn’t really but…) but he never 
told us to put any money on his card. It 
was actually quite a large sum of money 
that he owed the school…(Carer) 
 
Parents night, it’s the kids’ 
responsibility to put their own time or 
you do it online. When they go into 
classes to write the names down our 
kids are not in classes…. Sometimes we 
would know about parents’ night after 
it has happened. Many systems are 
online, if you don’t have a text by the 
school, all appointments for parents 
evening are all gone (Carer). 
 
Some educators, however, mentioned that 
phone calls made from the school to say we’d 
love to have you, asking whether the allocated 
appointment was a convenient one, whether 
there was anything which might prevent the 
parent or carer from attending, and whether any 
supportive accommodation could be made. 
Some educators admitted that parents of 
children who were Looked After at home were 
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harder to reach: there would just be one mobile 
number which would have no answering 
service, the landline is disconnected, a letter is 
sent but never received and a recorded letter 
sent but nobody knows where that’s gone 
(Educator). Other than this, these educators 
claimed that they believed that carers in general 
were very engaged in school, and parents’ 
evening. They like to do what’s normal, they 
like to be seen as engaged, and they also see the 
school as a positive factor in the life of the 
young person in question (Educator). 
 
Some carers said that they come to know things 
from other parents rather than from the school 
Unless it is on the website or we have 
our own children attending that school 
or letter posted to here we don’t know. 
We did not know that a blazer was going 
to be required, but a woman whose 
children attend the same school works 
with me and the subject came up in 
passing… 
 
Sometimes carers may become involved in 
caring for a young person in the middle of a 
school year or the young person is transferring 
school at such a time, and some carers have no 
idea how that school works and what services it 
offers. Some new carers found it very difficult 
to access basic information about what happens 
in the school life: 
I find that as a parent who started in the 
school late I don’t know all the things 
other parents know. So things go on that 
I don’t know is coming - first ever world 
book day because there is no 
advertising about this… something a lot 
of other parents just know. A lot of 
teachers just text about these things. We 
never got anything like that. I had to go 
to a meeting in school about a P1 child 
I was childminding and learned so 
much about the school in that meeting 
that I didn’t know when my foster child 
started going into P7.   
 
I feel like I know virtually nothing about 
the school.  My niece has just gone into 
P2. No idea when they go swimming. I 
ask, “Please just text me if something is 
going on. Ken doesn’t bring dojos 
please just text me information”. In the 
school newsletter there are dates and I 
highlight them. But some things are just 
known. Dressing down on the last day: 
Ken says ‘no, no, no one is going to 
dress down’. He goes in his school stuff 
and everybody is dressed down or he is 
saying he should dress down and 
everyone is in their school stuff. I don’t 
feel that the school have an 
understanding that I am lacking the 
knowledge because he started later. 
 
The question raised over and over again by 
many carers was: that one child out of 300 
pupils… who is going to look after that one 
child? (Carer). Some other carers spoke about 
the sensitivity regarding certain communication 
that is passed from school to home. While it 
may not affect the majority of pupils, it may be 
sensitive for particular young people:  
Ironically, the only communication that 
did arrive was a letter, which was given 
to the children about a school trip to 
France the following year. He wanted 
to go and was excited about it. We knew 
he’d never be allowed to go, although 
on the letter they say that all are 
considered to attend (Carer). 
 
Timing seems to be of great importance when 
it comes to communication between home and 
school. Sometimes there are issues that cannot 
wait, and not addressing them may have great 
repercussions on the young person’s 
functioning within school. The following story 
is an example of this: 
Our granddaughter’s dad was 
imprisoned and this also attracted the 
press who came to our home. How do 
you not tell the granddaughter that 
something happened? As it stands, there 
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is victim support, but no support for the 
family of the culprit. The hardest bit was 
trying to notify the school. School was 
closed over the Christmas period. As 
soon as it opened, I phoned the office to 
get an appointment, but was not given 
one till 3pm, by which point several kids 
had had a go at my granddaughter 
because of what happened. The school 
offered support, through MYPAS, but 
it’s taken time, and some of the damage 
would have been prevented if I could 
have spoken to the school about it 
earlier (Carer) 
 
There might be an assumption ‘the school’ is a 
unified entity and that communication between 
home and school is between one clearly defined 
entity to another. This often is not the case. A 
carer reported that if you ask the school to 
inform you about activities such as Christmas 
they will say: “yes, no problem at all”. 
Sometimes this answer may get lost within the 
school structures and systems. It is even more 
complex when the parents of young people and 
their carers at times are both involved: …there 
was a meeting at school – one of the other 
parents complained because there wasn’t 
anybody there for him, but we genuinely didn’t 
know anything about this meeting (Carer). The 
following example recounted by a kinship carer 
captures this feeling: At parent’s evening, the 
young person’s mum comes, so they ignore me, 
his gran. Even though they know I am bringing 
the child up, they talk to the mother. They [both 
teacher and mother] are not happy that I 
brought up the subject of the playground, and 
that the other children teased about mummy 
and daddy.  
 
Another issue of tension between carers and 
young people was demonstrated in the study. 
As happens with all young people and their 
parents, the carers and young people are not 
always on the same page regarding certain 
decisions to be made. It is sometimes difficult 
to know whether to listen to the voice of the 
young person and go with it, or whether to refer 
to the carer’s wishes. The following example 
highlights this tension that educators at times 
find themselves in. This example concerns the 
work experience offered in High Schools: they 
put him down as not having difficulties with his 
eyes – he’s going to be working in a garage. 
They didn’t know he had an eyesight problem – 
I was quite angry with that. I want to make sure 
the right information is there. But I was told 
“Samuel was so desperate to get on the 
transport programme, I thought…bending the 
rules” I said “dinnae think – check with me!” 
(Carer) 
 
There were some carers who pointed out that 
the communication with schools is ‘school 
focused’. That it rotates around issues that have 
a direct consequence at school. When the young 
people at school are somewhat settled, the 
communication stops or is very limited. It 
seems that schools don’t have the time to listen 
to what is happening at home if it does not 
affect them directly: I’m made to feel bad about 
going into school and speaking about his 
behaviour at home. They seem uninterested. 
Very short. He’s fine here. I think it’s important 
that we have this relationship. He said “the 
problem is not at school”. (Carer) 
 
The importance of the young person’s voice in 
the school-home communication cannot be 
underestimated. At times, even if carers are 
aware of events at school, there are instances 
when the young people do not want their carers 
to attend for these events: There were ways in 
which I got them to do what I wanted. Like I 
threatened them [the carers], to not go to 
parents evening. And they respected that. 
(Young person)  
 
5.8 Transition from primary to high school 
Many carers clearly said that there was a 
difference between the young people’s 
experiences in primary schools and high 
schools. It was generally agreed that primary 
school is a safe place compared to high school. 
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(Carer) This is a reality of many pupils, but it 
seems to be more pronounced when it comes to 
young people who are care experienced.  
 
Before transition for some young person starts, 
a decision is to be made which high school or 
provision would be best for that young person. 
The issue here is the weighing of the different 
voices that come together in planning meetings. 
Carers recounted examples of not being 
listened to and where their suggestions, based 
on daily experience with the child were 
rejected, at times without suitable justification. 
A carer recounts the following: 
Transition did not go well. That should 
have been an indication. I was in a 
meeting and asked whether he could go 
to that School. They said no. He lasted 
3 weeks in mainstream. A month later 
he was given a place in that School [the 
place the carer had suggested], and he 
wouldn’t engage – it was too late. 
 
In the above story, it was not just a case of 
changing school again to the one suggested 
originally by the carer. For the carer and this 
young person it is their lived experience. The 
same carer spoke of it being devastating for us 
both [young person and the carer]. She, and 
other carers, spoke of apologies being made to 
them after such event. But It was another big 
problem for him (Carer).  
 
Carers also reported transitions going wrong for 
various reasons. In the following example, the 
boy was somehow not put on the list for 
enhanced transition straight away: 
enhanced transition – they’ve failed him 
again. We missed the first meeting. He’s 
now ill and terrified about the 3 day 
visit. “I’m running away I’m not 
going”. He’s worried, agitated, very 
very aggressive, very angry. Behaviour 
now off the Richter scale. Loads of 
problems. Lost lots of weight won’t eat 
in front of anyone. 
 
The issue of resources and possible allocations 
to particular high schools was mentioned. At 
times it could be the case the professionals are 
aware that a particular high school is not the 
best option but is the only available option:  
I don’t think the problem is the 
transition, but it’s more about, the 
young person struggled in a small 
primary school, that it was unrealistic 
to expect that he will manage it. There 
were loads of professional meetings 
about what would be the best 
educationally for him. Not one person 
came forward and felt that a High 
school with 600 kids would be the best 
option for him, but there was no other 
option for him. (Carer) 
 
When asked about transition, many educators 
spoke of systems within their schools to make 
certain that information is passed from primary 
schools to the high schools: 
We make sure we know through well-
being meetings, and also house 
meetings. We discuss pupils if concerns 
are raised and make sure if info comes 
up from primary school. We make sure 
we can give them provision within. 
(Educator) 
 
Yet there were instances when the information 
is not passed on between the primary and 
secondary school: 
We still have instances where pupils 
might come from primary school and 
are looked after and accommodated at 
home and might not have that support. 
If the information’s not come – it might 
take us a couple of months before we 
say “something’s not right here” and 
then eventually we find out that they’re 
looked after and accommodated at 
home. They get treated like another 
child in terms of support that’s put in 
place. (Educator) 
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Some carers said that there was no transition 
plan in place for the young person under their 
care. The transition plan that they were given 
was like that of all other pupils, and nothing 
was in place to cater for their needs:  
Not all children get a transition plan. 
Transition plans vary from one school 
to another. Moving into big High 
School and then sent to a smaller High 
School to move him from the negative 
peers and give him a change and his 
transition consisted with a couple of 
visits like all other normal kids and a 3 
day transition camp over the summer. 
That was it. There was no warm build 
up, no asking him what his needs were, 
whether he had any concerns, no 
support system for his academics. 
(Carers) 
 
A carer said that it seemed that information 
about decisions taken for young people was not 
always passed: in a meeting by the guidance 
teacher, he was asking for the reasons why he 
was in that High school and not his catchment 
High school. No idea why he was put there. So 
if he did not understand why he was there, how 
did he manage to support him [the young 
person] (Carer).  
 
In transitions between different schools some 
teachers are not informed or they miss that 
information:  
I arrived and teachers hadn’t heard 
about me as a new comer. So when I 
entered the class, he told me. Get out of 
my room – what are you doing here? 
Teacher hadn’t been told I was 
supposed to be here. None of the 
information from my other school was 
passed on. So they weren’t told 
anything about me. He assumed I was 
one of the first years who was jumping 
in class and see how long it took to get 
caught. Other girls in my class told him 
I was supposed to be here and he 
apologised. (Young person) 
 
Educators mentioned the emphasis on building 
formal and informal relationships in the 
transition period. The aim is to help them buy 
into the plan and having most parents and 
carers engage. School is the only consistent 
part of their lives. We cannot leave them after 6 
weeks, we do not discharge them if they do not 
engage. We work hard to give that extra bit of 
support… Our first port of call is the Pupil 
Support team, whom we jokingly refer to as our 
‘school mums’, who are often on a first name 
basis with these families (Educator). 
 
Summary 
School attendance was a dominant theme 
emerging from this study. The lack of mention 
of educational attainment within the interviews 
was striking. This was the case with all 
participants, whether they were carers, 
educators or care experienced young people. 
Part-time timetables were viewed as both 
helpful and also limiting. The issue of 
exclusions also emerged significantly in this 
study. Some young people and carers regarded 
exclusion as being inevitable yet some claimed 
that schools excluded young people too 
quickly, having also experienced informal 
exclusions. Lack of resources was believed to 
be key to ensuring the inclusion of young 
people with specific needs relating to social, 
emotional and behavioural development. 
Supports exist in some schools to enable a 
young person to flourish in innovative ways. 
Ineffective, delayed or a lack of communication 
between home and school, all have the potential 
to generate and exacerbate strong tensions. 
Moving from primary to high school was seen 
as being hazardous, and some young people did 
not have effective transition plans or 
information sharing between educational 
establishments was perceived to be poor. The 
real life difficulties in participating in out of 
school leisure activities with peers were noted 
by young people and their carers.  
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Recommendations 
* School staff should be supported to see 
beyond behaviours and form relationships with 
a young person. Interviews showed that when 
staff connected with a young person outside 
classroom (e.g. within base or nurture room), it 
was more conducive to a better relationship. 
 
* Educational attainment as well as attendance 
should be a key focus for young people who are 
care experienced. 
 
* The impact of numerous care placements on 
a young person’s education must be 
acknowledged by all involved with the 
individual. A strong theme emerged that 
various stakeholders need to see what it is like 
to be in the young person’s shoes. 
 
* Improved enhanced transition planning for 
young people who are care experienced needs 
to take place. This refers to any transition, not 
only from primary to high school. In the process 
of transition, even if this is already enhanced, it 
is important to find ways to listen to the various 
individuals involved beyond the set procedures, 
a listening that acknowledges the details. 
 
* School staff should be supported to manage 
challenging behaviour on two levels:  
- to manage the child who is 
manifesting difficult behaviour  
- teachers need training and support in 
how to relate and cope with the 
challenges that such behaviour poses 
(e.g. not to take it personally; start each 
day afresh, etc). 
 
* A key person in school should be responsible 
for ensuring that there is a bespoke channel of 
communication with home which is timely, 
effective and considers the young person’s 
view.  
 
* Part-time timetables should be regularly 
monitored and reviewed to ensure that they 
meet the needs of each individual young 
person. 
 
* All efforts should be made not to arrive to the 
point of exclusion from school or from any 
extra-curricular activities. Exclusions should be 
monitored and reported on by the Education 
Service. 
 
* Academic support (including homework) 
should be provided to all young people who are 
care experienced who need it. 
 
* School staff should be supported to increase 
their awareness of the role of carers in 
supporting academic work, and to continue 
finding ways of supporting carers to achieve 
this.  
 
* Education managers responsible for 
placement and resource decisions should 
ensure that processes are client-friendly and 
incorporate the views of carers and young 
people. Procedures should be clearly articulated 
and explained to all involved. 
 
* When a care experienced young person starts 
attending a new school, the carer could be 
connected to a buddy parent/carer, or someone 
to call to ask questions. 
 
* Schools should support friendships to form 
and to be maintained.  
 
* Closer links between schools and carer 
support groups are required. 
 
* Closer links between residential units and 
schools should be developed.  
 
* Strategic planning to provide flexible 
packages of support through alternative 
placements (possibly outdoor), which are 
smaller and more appropriate to meet the needs 
of children and young people with complex 
social, emotional and behavioural needs should 
be considered.
43 
 
Section Six: Third Theme - Educators and Other 
Professionals 
 
This section looks at some of the issues 
emerging from the interviews, which focus 
around professionals working to support care 
experienced children and young people on their 
educational journey.  
 
6.1 Stability and change 
The impact of professional stability and change 
was a recurring theme in this study. Children 
and young people struggled with the numerous 
changes of social workers and educators with 
whom they came in direct contact in their lives. 
This was partly because of turnover, and also 
because of the changes which children 
themselves experienced as a result of their 
being in care. The Stability Index 2018, issued 
by the Children’s Commissioner for England, 
headlines that only 1 in 4 children in care 
experienced no placement move and no social 
worker change in a year, and in 2 years, only 1 
out of 10 children experienced no such change. 
The Commissioner expresses concern about 
these ‘pinball’ children.  
 
The two main groups of professionals 
mentioned by the young people interviewed as 
having a great impact on their lives were social 
workers and guidance teachers. These are the 
professionals who are most present and in 
whom the young people confide. Aside from 
the formal aspects of the roles of these 
professionals, there is also opportunity for 
building relationships of trust through informal 
activities and listening to the young person. 
These are when real conversations start, and 
where the young person feels comfortable 
enough to express her views and feelings. Thus 
when one of these confidants of a young person 
changes a job, or when a child’s placement 
changes, these feelings of safety and trust can 
turn into feelings of rejection and betrayal, 
especially when children and young people 
have had such experiences before with adult 
members of the family whose job it was to look 
after them. A young person may feel 
bereavement and loss and both the professional 
and the young person have to pick that up 
(Educator). When new professionals are 
assigned, or when starting in a new school or 
placement, the narratives have to be re-told and 
all has to start over again. An educator said that 
some of these children have gone through four 
or five social workers over the course of a few 
years. In a particular situation the young person 
was reported as having had her fill of social 
workers: She hates the social worker with a 
passion. She had thirteen at the last count. She 
doesn’t want to see the social worker so she 
gets physically seen at school to make sure 
she’s ok. So if she doesn’t want to see her that’s 
fine (Carer). Anger and anxiety were 
sometimes reported as feelings accompanying 
meetings: this strange person was going into 
school to speak to him about his personal life, 
that he was already full of anxiety about. I said 
to the Head Teacher ‘can you put another 
person that he knows in the room with him’. 
They wouldn’t do it (Carer). This frustration is 
also at times felt by the carers: the Head 
Teacher didn’t know the social worker was 
coming into school and speaking to my 
grandson – that angered me.  
 
6.2 Professional helplessness 
Feelings of helplessness came through at 
different levels from different professionals. 
Some stated from the outset and expressed 
sadness at admitting that although they started 
their career thinking that it’s our job to defeat 
destiny, however they feel that there are too 
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many cases that are destined not to succeed and 
in the end, regardless of how much support they 
get from us at secondary level, they don’t, you 
know things fall down along the way 
(Educator). In fact, one particular participant 
hesitated before accepting to participate in the 
research because he felt that what he had to say 
was not very hopeful. Everyone concurred that 
it is a really, really tough battle just to make 
sure that they [young people] come out of the 
education system as a success (Educator). 
Awareness of the complexity of care 
experienced young people’s circumstances and 
the need to support their education in the 
attempt to make a difference in their lives is felt 
at times to be overwhelming and above all, 
tiring, for the educators and professionals. They 
recognise the risk of being caught up and not 
having time to listen and be open to children. 
As one educator said, the important thing is to 
keep our focus on the kids: these kids had the 
toughest upbringing, they are good kids, and if 
they had a chance they could thrive… I kept on 
thinking that. (Educator) 
 
6.3 The impact of decisions on young people 
and their carers 
Carers acknowledge that sometimes 
professionals get it wrong and that the actions 
and decisions made do not result in getting it 
right for children and young people in care (see 
Rocco-Briggs, 2008). It can also happen that 
decisions may result in causing harm to the 
most vulnerable, and the ensuing aftermath is 
long and difficult to overcome. Some carers 
reported that they may not feel empowered 
enough to make their voice heard, or enforce 
their opinion, and when the outcomes of some 
situations prove their original views right, they 
experienced remorse at their own lack of 
confidence. One carer recounted that she was 
told not to make contact with the child for a few 
weeks when the latter went to residential school 
following a breakdown of the relationship 
between the carer, child and school. It was the 
worst thing, Leslie thought I had abandoned 
her. They didn’t listen to the child. They 
apologised to me afterwards but Leslie said 
“why did you not do something?” I was 
devastated. I was weak at that point and didn’t 
know what to do for the best (Carer). 
 
In a conversation between some carers, in 
which they shared difficult experiences where 
they felt they were rendered faceless by the 
system, one carer said that the effects of bad 
decisions are seen and felt by the carers 
everyday: I’m seeing it through his [the young 
person] actions and behaviour every day. For 
professionals, the young person is one of many, 
whereas the carer is the one faced with the 
repercussions of placements which have gone 
wrong or which were not wise choices in the 
first place.  
 
Decisions not taken due to lack of resources are 
seen in a similar light by carers:  
I said to the school I’m looking for Tom 
to do some play therapy and they said 
‘you’ll not get on that… there’s a long 
waiting list’. What’s the point? I’m not 
saying Tom’s any more important but 
where’s the encouragement? (Carer) 
 
When he came back from residential, I 
said he needed a small school before 
going to a bigger school and they were 
having none of it. What that has done 
has impacted on the rest of his 
education. I told them it wouldn’t work, 
I told them. They didn’t listen… ‘we’re 
doing it this way first’... What do I 
know? I’m only his granny! And I think 
that’s sometimes how you’re seen. A 
blind man could see you can’t move a 
child from a class of 5 to a class of 30 
just like that. A month later he was given 
a place in a smaller school, and he 
wouldn’t engage – it was too late… 
(Carer) 
 
If they’d listened to me. If they’d 
listened to the person that brings her up 
24/7, seen the bigger picture (Carer) 
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Action taking place behind the scenes may 
sometimes be invisible to the young person. As 
professionals, we attend meetings and have 
discussions to gauge the best way forward for a 
young person in care and it’s possible he [the 
young person] did not know all that was 
happening behind the scenes (Educator). One 
educator in particular spoke about the 
perseverance of an outreach worker in trying to 
reach a child: …the outreach worker… I’m 
amazed at the amount of times they stay 
knocking at the door. Even if a child has not 
engaged for weeks, they’re still there… 
 
The way carers and young people in care 
perceive professionals and their involvement 
will affect how they interact with them. It is 
worth professionals investing the time to 
explain some of the care and complexity that 
goes on behind the scenes. It may be difficult in 
schools to find the time and space to have such 
conversations. Carers were sceptical of this at 
times: Carer A: The deputy head, she said she’d 
deal with it. Carer B: How they deal with it 
when you’re not there is a different thing! 
 
I feel I was led into a false sense of 
security thinking they were doing the 
best for Kyle but in fact they were doing 
the best things for themselves. ‘Oh we 
will build it up; one day the teacher will 
come work with him’ but that never 
happened. When he was in P4 last year 
he was sleeping 3 or 4 hours a day…. 
they were quite happy - when he was 
sleeping he can’t cause trouble so they 
were more than happy for him to 
sleep… (Carer) 
 
And we had a couple of incidents where 
there were two ladies in reception who 
aren’t teachers.  That is where the main 
hub of school is, if anyone gets sent 
out.  So there was a couple of occasions 
where they would come out and they 
would just shake their head at him, and 
say ‘och ridiculous’ and he’d explode... 
On one occasion I went in, and the night 
before the cat had just died, so he didn’t 
want to go to school. I finally got him to 
school, and walked past reception. The 
girl at reception said ‘Lewis? He was 
swearing at me yesterday, I’m not 
taking that off him because I am not 
here to be sworn at’ Then the next thing 
he explodes again, and runs away out of 
school…. So there is no school for him 
(Carer).   
 
6.4 Empathising and conversing  
The following phrase was often expressed in 
various ways: put yourself in that position, in 
their [young person] shoes, even if it is for a 
couple of minutes (Carer). One of the young 
people argued, there is not only the loss of the 
biological family in a child’s life when she 
becomes Looked After, but there is ongoing 
loss of the opportunities and possibilities that 
could have been experienced in everyday life. 
One young person said that they are disruptive 
cause their home life is disruptive. If you’re not 
getting taught those core skills, then that’s 
when there are issues. The core skills that this 
young person talks about here are not 
educational, in the sense of literacy and 
numeracy, but about a way of being and living 
that children are exposed to from birth within 
their homes. Another young person expressed 
this in the following: 
Having no understanding of what it’s 
like to be care experienced. All teachers 
went to university. But if you say 
university to care experienced young 
people they would go, no… I myself 
never heard of university before S3. 
When you’re 14 and you’ve never heard 
of university, that’s scary. It’s quite 
difficult. I’m not saying that all teachers 
have had a great life, but there 
definitely needs to be more training 
about what it’s like. When I used to 
speak to my teachers and tell them 
about my life, they’re like “are you 
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serious? Is that what actually goes on?” 
And I’m like “yeah” (Young person). 
 
An educator pointed out that some young 
people had never had the possibility of learning 
empathy: I have one youngster, who has had a 
very very troubled upbringing, and she is 
lacking in that empathy. I have seen it a few 
times where she really struggles with peer 
relationships because, if I say it is about 
meaning making, there is something missing, 
there is something not there. No matter how 
hard they try, other kids don’t want them 
(Educator). 
 
The young people also commented that 
teachers and other educators do not need to be 
told about young people, they need to be able 
to identify them as having unmet needs. Why is 
that child in your class never showing up with 
a pencil? What is behind them never showing 
up with a uniform, why you shouting at them? I 
had a teacher; at the end of the year she asked, 
“Oh have you been stressed this week?” I said 
“I’ve been stressed all year, here’s what my life 
is”. And she was “what? What do you mean, 
you’re care experienced?” (Young person). 
This young person believed that the teacher can 
suspect that something is not right at home if a 
child presents in school in this way, and thus 
will not only cease shouting at the child, but 
will make enquiries with the appropriate person 
to pursue it. A carer also mentioned that 
professionals are in a better position to 
understand what is happening, due to their 
training: 
You’re not looking for any special 
recognition but sometimes you’re 
looking for other adults, especially 
professional adults, to have an 
understanding, or to try, even putting 
themselves in the child’s shoes for the 
day and just look at it. See it through 
their eyes and maybe get a wee bit more 
understanding of what this child 
actually needs. (Carer) 
 
There may be a limitation on how much 
professionals can understand or empathise, and 
there will necessarily be a need for 
professionals to set boundaries. The following 
story is an example: We had a kid, and he thinks 
it’s his right to just walk out of class and says 
that he wants to speak to someone and its that 
kind of thing and while he says he has got issues 
due to the fact that he is looked after, that is no 
cause, you know (Educator). The interviews 
showed that there is always the possibility of 
trying to listen, converse and be open towards 
the other, to start and allow possibilities for 
dialogue and conversations to take place.  
 
…it doesn’t seem to adversely affect 
their relationship with us or...because 
the way we would put it across to them 
is that, it’s because we care about you, 
in the way that you would do your own 
children, you would give them like 
boundaries and expectations, and it’s 
because you love them, and I guess that 
it kind of reinforces the idea that this 
is… we’re not doing this because we’re 
trying to be horrible, we’re doing it 
because you’re important, and your 
education is really important, and you 
matter to us, and we want you to 
understand that we value it. (Educator) 
 
At times it is difficult for professionals to make 
sense of some of the experiences that young 
people go through, as they have not themselves 
experienced being in care and so will always 
lack the possibility of fully understanding and 
feeling with the young person.  As reported by 
an educator: Teachers have been having 
conversations like: young person says “I was 
really angry” and teacher says, “you’re angry? 
you’ve disrupted my lesson, how do you think I 
feel,” and the young person says “oh I didn’t 
think about that”. “Then I’m sorry you feel 
that.” That means he went back in the next 
period. That’s made a big impact. In some 
instances, educators made changes and allowed 
themselves to be challenged. As an example, 
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teachers sometimes drop in, they go and visit 
the Base and Nurture group – not necessarily 
to have a chat, but even just, “hi, how are you 
doing?” So kids see that teachers care 
(Educator). One educator recommends to 
teachers that they do not take things personally: 
‘Well, nobody has gotten through to that child. 
It’s not a fault in you – they’re just not ready to 
move on, so don’t worry’… But sometimes you 
do take things personally. We’ve done a load of 
work on letting things go past you, rather than 
holding on to things. There’s no “I’m not 
having him back” (Educator). Some 
participants have referred to the work of Paul 
Dix (2017) as supporting this idea of 
conversation and the moment that adults 
change, everything else changes. 
We’ve changed the whole behaviour 
approach. Brand new system. We’ve got 
three rules now “Be ready, Be 
respectful, Be safe” We’ve got a new 
restorative pathway in school. So it’s 
first attention to best behaviour and 
then giving the kids plenty of 
opportunity to get back from… so we 
have a deal before anything happens. … 
so yeah... it’s changed a lot, and a lot of 
kids who tend to struggle, they’ve 
noticed a huge difference in… actually, 
quite positive. I think also having the 
nurture base has made a huge 
difference…(Educator) 
 
The following are examples of this:  
Quite a lot of kids have soft starts now, 
quite positive I have to say, get 
breakfast, a proper breakfast, 
especially kids that are LAC at home. 
Because we know that’s sometimes 
lacking. And always have that chat, 
have that one to one person downstairs 
to have a chat. Person will come up to 
tell me look, Jenny, you better go to 
speak to them because they’ve had a 
nightmare. That’s had quite a positive 
impact actually. Majority of teachers 
have embraced it really well. A couple 
are still unsure, need to find their feet 
(Educator).  
 
We have restorative afternoons, we got 
rid of detentions altogether, because we 
know kids went home. Especially the 
ones who are in care, because they had 
to go home. We’ve got restorative 
lunches on a Monday and a Wednesday, 
a chance for them to come along and 
speak to teacher and tell them, ‘actually 
I was upset when you said this’. And the 
teacher: ‘all right, I didn’t realise that’. 
So we’ve had a lot of positive discussion 
from that point of view. Most teachers 
are attending them regularly to speak to 
the kids so, it’s definitely made things a 
bit easier in the classes for them I think. 
They’ve built the relationship up. Kids 
have been in bother but they’ve had 
conversations afterwards: ‘actually I 
was having a terrible day that day 
because mum was on a bender last night 
and my house was ...’ Teacher: ‘I didn’t 
know that’. So like, it’s happening 
slowly. It’s still trial and error, and it’s 
definitely opened up dialogue between 
folk… (Educator) 
 
We have the Violence Prevention 
Programme… Seniors being sought by 
first years, because they’ve not yet got a 
relationship with us staff. Seniors 
coming up to me and saying ‘did you 
know this about that young person?’ 
And yes I would know. Seniors are 
understanding now that these 
youngsters are running about 
screaming and there’s a reason for it. 
There’ve been 12 or 15 seniors 
reporting concerns in the past two 
weeks. I give a monthly report about 
where we’re at and what we’re doing. 
These things can bring young people 
back to class earlier. We’re trying to get 
them in, not keep them out. It’s just 
about taking 5 minutes time to think and 
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have a restorative conversation… 
(Educator)  
 
Several narratives were told both by carers and 
educators of teachers and Head teachers who 
made huge positive impacts on the children or 
young people with whom they interacted. Such 
teachers and Head teachers seem to approach 
children and young people and their carers with 
empathy, genuine interest and with humour.  
…when I’m in meetings and I go to 
them, “Who’s your English teacher?”  
’cause if they say, if people say “Is there 
any teachers in the school you like?” 
and they’ll go “I like my English 
teacher” and I go, “What’s your 
English teacher’s name?” and I always 
know they’re gonnae say her. And they 
always do, and I think there’s a reason 
for that… And I know why, I know, I 
know why it is, I know it’s because of the 
way she speaks to them and the way 
she’ll… even when I speak to her about 
kids, if I’m down in the school or 
somethin’, and…she’s got Joanne for 
instance, and if I say “oh I’ve just been 
round their house” and she’s like, “Is 
she all right?  She’s a wee soul.” When 
this teacher comes into a meeting, I’m 
always like, “oh God love you”… 
 
In one instance, a grandmother recounted that 
her grandson had balanced precariously on a 
bar, fallen and bruised his back, all behaviours 
which were in keeping with the personality and 
needs of this boy. When in school, the bruises 
were noted and the Head teacher telephoned the 
grandmother and told her about them. This 
Head teacher had previously invested heavily in 
the relationship with this family, and the 
grandmother was very happy in her grandson’s 
placement. She was therefore shocked when the 
Head teacher called about the bruises. The 
relationship which the Head teacher had built 
with the carer, however, served to prevent a 
breakdown which would otherwise have 
happened, so that the Head teacher was able to 
explain to the grandmother that it was 
important for procedure to be enacted, and that 
she knew the grandmother would understand 
that it was what she had to do. The grandmother 
recounted this story as an example of the 
humanity in the Head teacher’s approach, and 
this was even heard in the way the grandmother 
imitated the Head teacher’s tone of voice as she 
quoted her words.  
 
Some educators gave the following 
suggestions:  
 
So in terms of education, I suppose the 
solution would be for educators and 
managers within education to have a 
better understanding of what it means to 
be Looked After and to be 
Accommodated, and to go and visit 
places, go and visit the units, see what 
they’re like, go and visit a residential 
school and see what it’s like, go to 
people’s homes…I think if the teachers 
could go and see the homes of some of 
the young people we’ve been in, and 
saw it and thought, that’s what that 
child came to school from, I think they 
would see them in a different light… 
 
…on the whole my experience of 
teachers is that they care very much 
about the young people, but their hands 
are tied by so many other things. And I 
know until… probably not really until I 
joined the Children’s Panel that I 
started…, maybe that’s the answer, 
maybe all teachers should have to spend 
six months doing Children’s Panel, and 
get an insight into… I think you can 
have an insight into someone’s life not 
being great, but the extent of it I think is 
probably not something you would 
understand until you kind of actually 
read things that you can’t imagine, and 
then you think, how does that kid go to 
school every day?  So probably more 
awareness. 
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6.5 Planning, meetings and communication 
between professionals 
All schools have procedures for meetings and 
planning. As explained by one of the schools:  
…we have LAC reviews every 3-6 
months if there’s no issues. But we’ve 
got some that we have every second 
week, or third week to keep on topic, 
quite a detailed plan. If we’ve found out 
that a kid is struggling, really 
struggling, we can pull in an IEP with 
targets that are short term and long 
term, so I would say that liaison 
between us and the carers and Children 
and Families are pretty good actually. 
It’s just sometimes we can miss things 
as well, if social work might be held up 
with stuff so sometimes we can slip, but 
in general, the majority of the time it’s 
pretty tight (Educator). 
 
Educators mentioned, however, that some 
young people miss all this support when 
informal arrangements are made within the 
families, and schools are not advised of this (see 
Connelly and Hennessy 2014). There are those 
moments when schools come to know about 
such arrangements almost accidentally:  
…sometimes it’s not before parents’ 
night when you see a grannie or an 
uncle, or a phone call comes in, who 
says “no, I’m looking after him”, and 
they’ve not seen fit to pass it on earlier. 
However, it can be difficult because we 
need to make sure there’s a change in 
Seamis, because we need to make sure 
we have the right steps in place about 
the sharing of information (Educator). 
  
The urgency of time was brought up several 
times by carers. Professionals are often trying 
to understand the whole story and see the long 
term plans, but as the following carer expressed 
the focus needs also to be on the ‘now’:  
When they are identifying kids as 
having problems before they come out 
that is the time, that’s when things need 
to change educationally. We talk of 
educational programmes and plans but 
actually it doesn’t take into 
consideration what’s happening now 
and what’s happened in the past and 
what we project to be the future, be 
proactive and plan for that. It is more, 
this has happened so we have to act in 
this way. (Carer) 
 
6.6 Information Sharing with Teachers 
In the course of gathering data, teachers were 
one of the most frequently mentioned 
professionals by the young people and their 
carers. Many carers acknowledge the fact that 
teachers work under a lot of pressure and often 
in big classes: subject teachers are under such 
great pressure. You don’t have one kid in that 
class you are having difficulty with, there are 
28 kids in that class to teach so we do recognise 
the difficulty. We have difficulty with dealing 
with 4 young persons, try to manage that with 
30 pupils (Carer). Yet some carers argue that 
teachers think they know everything. They don’t 
know everything, they’re very guilty at hanging 
tags round every kid, you’ve got AD/HD etc… 
Children just need that teacher to recognise 
them and respect them. (Carer) 
 
Teachers often want to know the ‘bigger 
picture’ for a young person. When this is not 
given, or only part of the story is given, then 
teachers sometimes feel aggrieved. 
At times it is quite difficult to negotiate 
between a young person and a teacher 
who wants to know. Some teachers feel 
like they need to know every single 
detail. I just try to explain to them – you 
just need to trust us as colleagues. But 
it can be quite difficult. So for example, 
if we’ve had a young person who has 
changed circumstances over the 
weekend. He might not have a school 
bag, might not have a uniform, might 
not have books and pencils. They come 
in on a Monday morning. They’ll not 
tell us cause they’re embarrassed about 
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it. They go to class, and within half an 
hour, it’s thundering. You have a 
conversation with them [the young 
person], ask them ‘what’s going on?’ 
They say ‘I had to stay at my gran’s at 
the weekend’. And you’re like ‘right ok 
so…’ and then you send the information 
out. Some teachers are like, oh well, is 
this some form of excuse? No it’s not an 
excuse. Some just don’t have the bigger 
picture (Educator). 
 
This wanting to see and have a wider 
perspective on the young person is coming from 
a good place (Educator):  
Just because of teachers not seeing the 
bigger picture, and they think their 
subject is the be all and end all and why 
is a kid failing and they connect to that 
responsibility but at the same time 
they’ve got pressure to make sure kids 
pass and succeed so... They’re under 
quite a lot of scrutiny as well so I think 
it’s...it’s coming from a good place, the 
intention, but it can be quite 
challenging for a young person who 
may be going through quite a difficult 
point so... 
 
… that’s something else we’ve been 
trying to look at, trying to keep teachers 
more in the loop… (Educator) 
 
One carer pointed out the importance of 
listening to the young person in the context of 
the classroom and school: we don’t want 
excuses for our young persons, we just want 
them [the teachers] to listen to what is going on. 
Systems within schools have now developed 
matrices to support teachers  
in the school and it has so much 
information on it now, SIMD, Cat 
scores, results, well-being indicators 
we’ve got in it now, so there’s just so 
much information and I think teachers 
are a bit more... we’ve been able to 
share our House meetings now, not 
anything sensitive, like Child 
Protection, but it’s being able to say, for 
example like if a young person is 
struggling. We can say ‘we’re going to 
raise it at the house meeting - have a 
look at the notes. Circumstances have 
changed greatly, there’s quite low self-
esteem, etc.’ Teacher says ‘oh right I 
have to be aware of that’. So they’re a 
bit more understanding, because 
they’ve got a bit of better picture…so 
we try to share a bit more info to a point 
where they need to know enough. But 
it’s enough for them to realise all right 
there’s something else going on here. 
(Educator) 
 
Some educators shared that they have good 
relationships with young people and at times 
they do open up with them, and a trusting 
rapport develops. Guidance teachers also 
encourage and suggest this to the young people: 
There’s some kids that’ll open up with 
their subject teacher, and I’ve made 
that really clear “if you’ve got a good 
relationship with the subject teacher, 
speak to them, you don’t have to speak 
to us.” Especially, English is an area 
where they’re quite… cause they’ve got 
it 5 times a week, or 4 times a week. 
Humanities is another area that can 
pick up a lot of things because they see 
them a lot as well, so…I’ve always 
been…they’ll be kids that’ll like if you 
need to speak to somebody and you’ve 
got a good relationship with a teacher 
so let them know and they’ll come and 
speak to us. All the teachers are really 
good cause they’re like “OOOhhh 
they’ve told me this” and I’m like “I’m 
well aware of that but I was kind of 
hoping they would tell you, so they’re 
telling you, it’s cause they’re trusting 
you.” 
 
Some teachers expressed the need to be updated 
on particular young people by the 
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Administration Team or guidance teachers. 
Guidance teachers talked of doing a round 
robin, just take an update about a pupil and 
then I’d feedback that in the LAAC review, then 
from the LAAC review, if there’s anything kind 
of important, for example if they highlighted 
English was struggling, I’d speak to Support for 
Learning and I’d speak to the English teacher 
as well. That kind of liaison. And then you pass 
it on back. So we can have that conversation. 
So sometimes, that round robin is quite useful. 
 
Some carers said that teachers do not know who 
these young people’s parents are. Some others 
gave examples of great teachers who supported 
the young people and their carers.   
Kirsty – she’s on the ball with Jamie – 
she goes the extra 10 mile with Jamie… 
It’s taken years for Jamie to get the 
right support. He’s a fantastic reader – 
nobody knew… (Carer) 
 
Fantastic teacher – she was his P1 and 
P3 teacher so she knew him really well 
(Carer) 
 
What made the difference? What made 
the change? It was the drama teacher … 
she made a really conscious decision 
and took over the running of that show 
with an absolute conscious decision 
that every single child who wants to be 
included is included, and because she 
has been building relationships through 
the years, she was getting them through 
the door, and have a speaking part. 
That shows you the power of that one 
person, it was not any guidance 
teachers, the House Head, both 
colleagues are wonderful, it was Janet 
and the willingness to put the hours in 
building Jordan’s confidence. That 
does make it worth it. She got him 
through the door in the way that she 
dealt with his behaviour, at times not 
ideal, make sure how this goes 
differently next time, have a space to 
calm down when he needed it and try 
and talk with him, building his 
confidence, being relentlessly positive 
and not interested in sanctions. Say 
“can you come and help me with 
something?” “can you help me set up 
the hall?”, and then “I wonder… I 
wonder who might try for this part”… 
you cannot teach that to some teachers, 
just being genuinely being in teaching 
for the right reasons… (Educator) 
 
Other carers were very critical of some teachers 
encountered in their lives of young people, for 
example, a teacher used to take the three or 
four of the best pupils bowling or to the cinema 
on a Friday afternoon, how is that telling the 
child that they’re putting the best effort in? 
Liam got nothing. Until a new teacher came in 
and gave a special reward to the young person 
who’s been ignored in this school. Gran felt 
great. What a wonderful way to be because 
everyone has got something to contribute 
(Carer). 
 
The work and tasks that teachers assign to the 
class illustrates perceptions and attitudes of 
teachers about young people. A young person 
recounts: 
every year, the English teacher sits you 
down, write a personal story. If you 
write anything bad in this story, it will 
be referred to the right people. Oh well, 
I’m not going to write about my life 
then. Write about a holiday, never been 
on holiday. Write about a pet, never got 
a pet. Write about an out of school 
activity that you’re involved in. Can’t 
afford that. You literally have to make 
up the story. (Young person) 
 
The following two narratives were recounted 
by two carers of a young people, about a task 
set by the teacher: 
My granddaughter at high school 
always had an upset stomach. Found 
out she was lactose intolerant. Had 
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quite a bit of time off. She went in to do 
the exams and she passed them and the 
teacher turned round and said you’ve 
been copying. She said how? I’ve got 
better marks than my pal. He didn’t 
realise that she was doing work at 
home. She went into the computer and 
got the questions from her pal and they 
were talking and she got into the 
background of it and she did better. 
They said ‘how can you do that when 
you’ve only been here half the time?’ 
(Carer) 
 
I had that situation at the school with 
Kyle. He’s been on coach holidays with 
us. The teacher asked to write an essay 
about where he’d been on the summer 
holidays and the teacher said to me it’s 
a very good essay but it’s meant to be 
fact not fabrication. I said what do you 
mean? And she said ‘he made that up’. 
I went ‘he’s not’ because we’d been at 
the castle and he was enthralled and in 
P4 he wrote this super essay, I’ve still 
got it, but she took all that away from 
him. ‘You made that up!’ she told him. 
And the same happened again in P7, 
because he wrote that he’d been to the 
centre of Mont Blanc and she said you 
can’t go to the centre of Mont Blanc. 
Yes, you can, there’s a museum at the 
centre of Mont Blanc. I went in and told 
her. She said she didn’t know but she’d 
already destroyed his confidence by 
telling him he was making it up. (Carer) 
 
6.7 Guidance teachers  
Many carers and young people mentioned 
Guidance Teachers as having a fundamental 
role within High Schools. Usually young 
persons have an identified guidance teacher 
whom they can go to. The majority have a good 
relationship, but they cannot be with them all 
day (Carer). 
 
The ability to understand young people, the 
difficulties that they live through on a daily 
basis and how to help them live in it came 
across in this study: Jack  got a particularly 
fantastic guidance teacher who totally gets him, 
she says I dinnae ken what it must be like to 
have a sister you dinnae see, have a dad you 
dinnae see, have a mum who has a baby who 
lives with mum, and she couldn’t do it for him 
but she could do it for her wee baby brother 
(Carer). This carer articulated the role of the 
Guidance teacher through the following words: 
She listens or she gives space, she’ll not put too 
much pressure on because he’s got all this 
pressure. The pressure that this young person is 
getting from complex family matters was 
expressed by the carer in the following words: 
my brain would be exploding, you imagine a 
bairn especially a bairn who is going through 
adolescence whose every feeling is 
heightened…  
 
Comments were made by carers positively 
about the availability of Guidance teachers in 
the interviews. They are often the front liners in 
a particular situation and they are the first 
available. Sometimes they go out of their way 
to make themselves available as the following 
Guidance teacher states:  
We’ve got PSE as well, so we get our 
message across in PSE as well. Please 
come and find us [the guidance 
teachers], just pop up to the guidance 
room, if you see me just stop me and ask 
me. So it’s constantly about being 
around. It takes its toll on us, but it’s 
just being there for them when they need 
us, I suppose. And we’ve got Pupil 
Support as well. They’re almost like the 
front line, guidance. Quite a lot of them 
will go there and say I’d quite like to 
speak to a guidance teacher and they 
quite often get us if we’re out and about. 
But it’s difficult if we’re teaching. So I 
teach French with guidance. I’m 
teaching eight periods, so, especially 
first thing Monday morning, if usually 
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I’ve had like, between 8 and 8.30 I’ll 
have like 4 or 5 phone calls, quite 
serious stuff, and I’m like I’m going to 
teach so… it can be quite difficult. 
 
Some carers felt that Guidance teachers have ‘a 
lot on their plate’: if you have a guidance 
teacher who has 60, 80, 100 kids, I don’t know, 
underneath them, and if you have 10 kids 
present how, like our kids can present, how do 
you juggle that in a day?  
 
The difficulty for Guidance teachers in juggling 
multiple tasks and factors was highlighted in 
this study: 
That’s the difficulty of being in 
Guidance certainly is trying to stick up 
for some of these pupils that have got 
difficult circumstances, but at the same 
time not letting them get away with it 
because you don’t want it to become a 
barrier to them learning in class. But at 
the same time you try explaining to 
teachers: some of these kids have got 
real difficulties going on, just be 
mindful of what’s happening, give them 
slack. I don’t mean slack, just be 
mindful if they don’t have a book or a 
pencil just be mindful it’s because last 
night was chaos. And I have to say that 
most teachers are accepting of that and 
trust us for that reason. ... It’s difficult 
sometimes and it’s like being stuck 
between a hard place and a rock. 
(Educator) 
 
The discreet nature of the Guidance teacher is 
also a fundamental part of this role: 
To be fair, some teachers …like…I’ll 
never say what the issue is, I’ll just say 
“can you send them over to Guidance” 
and I think that’s quite important for 
guidance staff to recognise as 
well…you need to be more discreet 
when you are saying things, cause there 
are things that happened in the past 
that… and there are some times where 
you need to be a bit open about 
circumstances, and the kids know, and 
the teacher. And that can be ok if you’ve 
got a healthy relationship and everyone 
is the same… but for kids like that it can 
be an absolute nightmare, 
embarrassing and can put them off. 
(Educator) 
 
The perception of particular Guidance teachers 
of young people who are in the care of family 
members (kinship care) is that being with a 
family member is better and more positive 
cause they’ve got a positive family member 
trying to help them.. they [the young people] 
feel still attached. Some Guidance teachers, 
however, were asking for more information on 
how the system works in these particular 
situations Cause it’s almost kind of voluntary. 
For me, as a guidance teacher, I would like a 
bit more guidance from the authority on how we 
support kinship carers because I don’t know if 
there’s any support, like financial support. I 
don’t know if they’re entitled to any like... 
Whereas if they were in foster care, they’re 
getting money for looking after that child. I 
think there needs to be a bit of work around 
that. Because especially with poverty, like that 
first year boy, he can’t do drumming “because 
my granny cannot afford to put me in for 
drumming in the school”. If he was in foster 
care, that would be taken care of like that 
(snaps his fingers). Guidance teachers also 
noted that carers in kinship, they’re not sure 
what they’re entitled to. They go to Children 
and Families, but they’re worried they’ll get 
asked like “why have you got them? why 
haven’t their mother and father got them?” It’s 
trying to make sure they’re supported. 
 
With regards to young people at home some of 
the guidance teachers were more cautious and 
they showed great concern about these young 
people. They expressed their hope that they 
knew about the majority of looked after at home 
young people: I would say that 99% are ones 
that I would like to think I know, yeah. Kids are 
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quite good at coming to tell as well. That’s 
good. They are concerned about what’s 
happening at times at home and as a result at 
school: 
How bad does it need to get before they 
get removed? A lot of kids in that 
situation are just fighting for 
themselves. They’ve got nobody around 
them who’s pushing them, nobody 
who’s a positive role model. And it’s 
quite a negative cycle. I think they find 
that really difficult. And we try to push 
them in school. And quite often they kick 
back, saying “Who cares? Mum’s not!” 
 
Summary 
Social workers and Guidance teachers are 
reported by young people who are care 
experienced and carers to have the most 
significant impact on them. This impact occurs 
through the development of trusting 
relationships when there is time devoted to 
listening. Guidance teachers were particularly 
highlighted as playing a fundamental role for 
young people who are care experienced in high 
school. Some educational professionals felt 
overwhelmed by the circumstances of care 
experienced young people and expressed 
helplessness in attempting to support them. 
Both young people and their carers felt that 
greater understanding of what it is like to be 
care experienced was required in order for 
professionals to support them better. Some 
schools carry out systematic planning and 
review of needs involving relevant 
professionals, although there was evidence of 
miscommunication and ineffective 
arrangements. Some carers reported on the 
considerable impact of mistakes and poor 
decisions made by professionals. There was 
some evidence of misunderstandings, lack of 
sensitivity and poor communication from 
school staff resulting in painful experiences for 
both young people and their carers alike. A 
clear mismatch in the discourse of some 
educators and young people and their carers 
was revealed in this study, highlighting a lack 
of shared understanding of care experience 
issues.   
 
Recommendations 
* Advanced training for Guidance teachers in 
care experienced young people to be provided 
with opportunities for career long professional 
learning involving joint development activities 
with social work colleagues. 
 
* Training and awareness of the impact of 
poverty and trauma on children and young 
people, and about the impact of lack of process 
of socialisation (e.g. emotional regulation). 
 
* Consideration of guidance restructuring 
within schools to ensure that Guidance teachers 
have sufficient time to devote to an individual 
for early intervention and for support if in crisis. 
 
* Teachers and other staff need support to 
become aware of, and to challenge, their own 
assumptions about what it is like to be care 
experienced. Opportunities to extend 
understanding of the care system beyond school 
(e.g. Children’s Panel) could be considered. 
 
* School staff should be supported, through 
training, to be mindful that anger and other 
emotions displayed by some young people are 
not necessarily directly related to the person in 
front of them. 
 
* A system of supervision for Guidance 
teachers (and possibly other teachers) in 
supporting young people who are care 
experienced should be established in schools. 
 
* Role of the designated manager needs to be 
revisited, particularly in high schools. 
 
* Offering input in teacher training courses 
should be considered, in order to plant some 
seeds of awareness in teacher trainees earlier on 
in their career. Such training and support should 
also be offered to Newly-Qualified Teachers 
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and also more experienced teachers and staff in 
schools in the form of in-service training. 
 
* Improved partnership working between 
Education staff and Children and Families staff.  
 
* Schools need to support the community to be 
more inclusive of social interactions (E.g. be 
aware of families who could befriend 
newcomers).  
 
* Schools, and individual members of staff, 
need to look for restorative opportunities with 
children and young people, which opportunities 
may be informal, as such an approach is 
conducive to the formation and consolidation of 
positive relationships. 
 
* Schools need to be supported to be mindful of 
the importance of the timing of 
communications and actions taken when it 
comes to care experienced children and young 
people. 
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Section Seven: Concluding Remarks 
 
The need for better communication, and 
improved understanding of the experience of a 
young person who is or who has been in care 
were emphasised throughout. Whilst some 
good practice in schools was identified, there 
were also many striking narratives of a 
poignant, sad and distressing nature. These 
described a lack of understanding and 
sensitivity of the education system to claim 
young people who are care experienced as part 
of the school community, and to effectively 
fulfil the duty of corporate parents. 
 
The interviews have illustrated that there are 
some very well-intentioned members of staff 
within school and without, and that many 
interventions are put in place to “reduce the gap 
between this group of children and young 
people and their peers” (Core Tasks for 
Designated Managers in Educational and 
Residential Establishments, 2008). Barriers are 
identified in various fora, both for individual 
children, as well as for whole cohorts, and there 
were various attempts made to overcome them. 
The previous sections have highlighted that 
there are still issues to be addressed, and that 
some procedures within schools, while aimed at 
supporting care experienced young people, 
nonetheless need to be revisited in order to 
make a positive impact on young people’s lives. 
All schools need to revisit the 2008 document 
Core Tasks for Designated Managers in 
Educational and Residential Establishments. 
This document, which was put together by 
various educational authorities in Scotland, 
gives the rationale for the need for such a 
person and lists the tasks which fall under the 
role of the Designated Manager. This document 
emphasises that such a role needs to be part of 
senior management. In Midlothian, this role 
was formally allocated to Depute Heads for 
Pupil Support in High schools. Besides this, 
guidance teachers within High schools, each of 
which are allocated to a House, are aware of 
those pupils within their House who are care 
experienced, and are the ones who make 
overtures towards these pupils offering them 
support in various ways. This study has 
revealed gaps in the circle of care surrounding 
the child and young person. The key themes are 
as follows: 
 Communication – There needs to be a 
bespoke channel of communication for 
individual care experienced children and 
young people. Schools are very good at 
informing parents and carers using digital 
and social media, sending emails like 
parentmail and through their websites. 
There are also circulars sent home, detailing 
upcoming events and activities. There are 
cases where carers of some children and 
young people are not receiving this 
information, for one reason or another. 
Paper circulars do not always make their 
way from the school bag to home, and 
sometimes carers do not manage to access 
information through digital or social media. 
This can be particularly the case in kinship 
care, where a grandparent might not be as 
‘tech-savvy’ as younger parents/carers. 
Residential workers also reported limited 
access to information about school, because 
of lack of technology. It is important that a 
keyworker in every school is responsible to 
ensure that any communication from school 
reaches the carer, as this will make a 
significant difference in the school life of 
the young person in question in terms of 
emotional investment and belonging, all of 
which contribute greatly to school 
engagement and attainment.  
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 Role of carer - When a carer has just started 
looking after a young person, whether that 
child stays in the same school or moves 
school, the carer is often new to the school. 
We cannot underestimate the depth and 
width of what that carer does not know 
about an unfamiliar school. Whereas under 
everyday circumstances a parent can be 
expected to make overtures to other parents, 
to make enquiries about the informal 
procedures, to get to know about the 
cultural ethos, and all the other little things 
which set the tone about a child’s 
involvement in a school, a new carer 
(whether kinship, foster, or residential 
carer) will definitely already have a lot to 
contend with at home, trying to set routines 
and boundaries, to establish a trusting 
relationship, possibly even contending with 
own family dynamic adjustments. It is very 
important that someone takes the 
responsibility of connecting with new 
carers regularly checking up on how the 
child or young person is fitting in a new 
environment.  
 
 It needs to be kept in mind that although 
carers are part of corporate parenting, they 
are also vulnerable and may not feel that 
their voice is equal to, or as informed as, 
that of professionals whom they interact 
with.  
 
 Education managers and institutions, while 
safeguarding limited resources by formal 
procedures and processes, need to be more 
open to listening to the concerns and views 
of carers because these know the children 
and young people best. It is a difficult and 
complex issue, because it is as though we 
are asking gatekeepers to go beyond the 
anonymity of a referral form or application, 
and to consider the individual factors of 
each case before taking a decision. Carers 
have reported that it has sometimes been 
difficult to pass on their conviction that a 
placement is not suitable for the young 
person, but are then the ones who have to 
deal with the aftermath when things go 
wrong.  
 
 It might be a worthwhile exercise to revisit 
some past cases on a managerial level, and 
to calculate the cost of the intensive level of 
professional involvement needed after 
things go wrong. This can be compared 
with the cost of the placement which was 
originally thought to be best, and in which 
the child is eventually placed. This may 
enable future cost-conscious decision-
making to be more informed – how much 
sustainable saving is actually being done? 
 
 Timing - the issue of timing is critical, 
particularly in high school, where processes 
are more formalised and procedural. At the 
end of holidays and weekends, children can 
come to school confused and upset 
following a destabilising incident at home. 
It is of the utmost importance that the 
school is notified of these changes as soon 
as possible, and that there is a protected 
channel from which such information can 
be passed without delay. In a high school, it 
is mostly a guidance teacher who is told of 
any incident or change in a care experienced 
young person’s circumstances. When they 
have lessons first thing in the morning, it 
can happen that it is already the middle of 
the day when a guidance teacher is 
informed, and such a guidance teacher 
needs to find the space in which to contact 
a young person’s teachers, by which time 
the young person may have already not 
managed to remain successfully in class. 
Teachers, unaware of what could have 
happened, sometimes react in ways which 
serve to escalate the situation rather than 
defuse it. So that it may well happen that by 
the time a teacher has read the 
communication sent by the guidance 
teacher, the young person may have already 
proven too challenging for the teacher to 
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handle, with the inevitable breakdown of 
relationship and the child out of the class. 
Sometimes, an email is sent and read, but it 
is one of many emails, and the teacher may 
not be faced with the child until a few weeks 
later, by which time she has forgotten that 
she received an email about this child three 
weeks earlier.  
 
 Transition-planning - In Midlothian, 
children and young people who need more 
than the regular preparation for transition 
are offered what is known as ‘enhanced 
transition’, which starts earlier and has 
more time allocated. Such a practice 
indicates that the need to cater for the 
exceptions has been heard and met. While 
this is laudable, care needs to be taken, as 
now the exceptions have their own 
procedure and enhanced transition is easily 
mentioned in transition meetings where 
children are deemed vulnerable. This is 
necessary because when interventions 
become part of procedure, it is easy to slip 
into the attitude of thinking that something 
is put in place, without checking whether 
what is in place is actually right for the child 
or young person in question. It becomes a 
matter of ticking boxes, and therefore we 
risk becoming almost complacent about it. 
Professionals should revisit ‘enhanced 
transition’ each time this is mentioned, and 
thus ensure whether what it promises is 
actually what the child or young person 
requires in order to make a secure and 
sustainable transition from one setting to 
the next. Carers, and teachers, sometimes 
have misgivings which pale in the face of a 
procedure. Yet their misgivings are often 
intuitively correct in that they know how a 
young person will take to a new 
environment and that a more bespoke 
package needs to be thought of. 
Furthermore, we need to keep in mind that 
care experienced children and young people 
have faced many transitions in their life, 
and particularly in schooling. 
 
 Young Person/Teacher Relationships - 
This study emphasised the importance of 
the relationship between a teacher and a 
young person who is care experienced. 
Several narratives were told both by carers 
and educators of teachers and Head teachers 
who made huge positive impacts on the 
children or young people with whom they 
interacted.  
This study shows how teachers, whether of 
core subjects or more peripheral ones, 
invest in relationships with carers and 
children and young people. Some teachers 
have a knack of approaching defensive 
youngsters and gently forming relationships 
of trust, always laced with humour. These 
help young people to feel safe and 
contained in their presence, and it also 
translates to scholastic engagement and 
achievement. These teachers know not to 
take it personally when a child or young 
person has a meltdown and might turn 
against them. However, it is very important 
for teachers to be supported in their roles, as 
everyone can be challenged and need some 
space to reflect.   
 
 Alternative placements - A discussion 
needs to be carried out on the issue of 
provisions that support mainstream schools. 
A discourse of educational attainment 
needs to be constantly present, even in Care 
Plans, and yet some vulnerable young 
people struggle in mainstream placements. 
A number of participants interviewed 
preferred the smaller alternative placement 
as preferable to the large high schools, 
which they termed as not the most 
appropriate place for some vulnerable 
young people. This discussion needs to be 
embedded within the discourse of inclusive 
education, questioning whether the aim to 
keep some young people in school is to 
increase attainment, or for facilitating social 
interaction, or both. The latter is still a valid 
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aim, but is not as easy to evaluate and 
measure, especially in big high schools.  
 
 Teacher-training - Some investment into 
offering input in teacher training would be 
worthwhile, in order to plant seeds of 
awareness in trainee teachers earlier on in 
their career. A session, or series of sessions, 
in which trainees might be exposed to the 
kind of lives some of the children they will 
teach lead, would be fruitful in preparing 
them better to be ready, for example, to 
emphasise the building of relationships as 
essential as a foundation for learning of a 
subject. That a young person being 
uncooperative need not be taken personally, 
that being understanding does not mean 
being a push-over, and most importantly, 
that reparation can be made once 
foundations of a relationship are made. 
Indeed, that a teacher can make a deep 
impactful change for the better in a young 
person’s life. It is important to offer such 
training and support to Newly-Qualified 
Teachers and also to more experienced 
teachers and staff in schools in the form of 
in-service training. 
 
 
 
 
Recommendations  
These recommendations have emerged from 
the themes in previous sections. They are 
compiled together here, to provide a holistic 
picture of all the recommendations suggested, 
and also for easier access. 
 
 
1. Awareness raising and Training  
 
* All educational professionals to be given 
mandatory training to raise awareness of the 
issues for care experienced young people 
relating to their identity, confidentiality and 
information sharing in conjunction with 
corporate parenting responsibilities. 
 
* Professionals and educators need to be 
mindful of the existence of background stories 
when addressing care experienced children and 
young people, even if details are not known. An 
attitude of openness and warmth, with an 
anticipation of a positive experience when 
being with young people could be conducive to 
building positive and meaningful relationships. 
 
* Although care experienced young people are 
automatically labelled as having Additional 
Support Needs, professionals and carers need to 
see beyond this. Other needs and diagnoses 
need to be considered and met, apart from LAC. 
 
* There should be acknowledgement that 
listening to the voices of care experienced 
children and young people is complex and that 
sometimes our way of hearing is actively 
diminishing the voices of children.  
 
* Professionals and educators need to be 
mindful of confidentiality around the young 
person’s life, particularly in relation to their 
peers. 
 
* Staff should be supported to manage 
challenging behaviour on two levels:  
- to manage the child who is 
manifesting difficult behaviour  
- teachers need training and support in 
how to relate and cope with the 
challenges that such behaviour poses 
(e.g. not to take it personally; start each 
day afresh, etc). 
 
* The impact of numerous care placements on 
a young person’s education must be 
acknowledged by all involved with the 
individual. A strong theme emerged that 
various stakeholders need to see what it is like 
to be in the young person’s shoes. 
 
* School staff should be supported to increase 
their awareness of the role of carers in 
supporting academic work, and to continue 
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finding ways of supporting carers to achieve 
this. 
 
* Advanced training for Guidance teachers in 
care experienced young people to be provided 
with opportunities for career long professional 
learning involving joint development activities 
with social work colleagues. 
 
* Training and awareness of the impact of 
poverty and trauma on children and young 
people, and about the impact of lack of process 
of socialisation (e.g. emotional regulation). 
 
* Teachers and other staff need support to 
become aware of, and to challenge, their own 
assumptions about what it is like to be care 
experienced. Opportunities to extend 
understanding of the care system beyond school 
(e.g. Children’s Panel) could be considered. 
 
* School staff should be supported, through 
training, to be mindful that anger and other 
emotions displayed by some young people are 
not necessarily directly related to the person in 
front of them. 
 
* Offering input in teacher training courses 
should be considered, in order to plant some 
seeds of awareness in teacher trainees earlier on 
in their career. Such training and support should 
also be offered to Newly-Qualified Teachers 
and also more experienced teachers and staff in 
schools in the form of in-service training. 
 
2. Partnerships  
 
* Professionals and educators should be aware 
of the issues around being a carer. It is a 
fulfilling experience, yet it can sometimes be 
difficult. Carers make a personal investment 
towards the well-being of children and young 
people in their care. Difficult moments (at times 
on a daily basis) are no less difficult for them. 
 
* When a care experienced young person starts 
attending a new school, the carer could be 
connected to a buddy parent/carer, or someone 
to call to ask questions. 
 
* Schools should support friendships to form 
and to be maintained.  
 
* Closer links between schools and carer 
support groups are required. 
 
* Closer links between residential units and 
schools should be developed. 
 
* Improved partnership working between 
Education staff and Children and Families staff.  
 
 
3. Structures and support 
* An awareness of the effect of school 
structures, policies and procedures on care 
experienced young people and carers is needed. 
While these structures are necessary, 
sometimes they bring about situations which 
care experienced young people and their carers 
find difficult to manage. A young person’s care 
plan needs regular review – in the same way, 
structures, policies and procedures need to be 
reviewed periodically, to assess for relevance 
and whether they are reaching the aims for 
which they had been set up. 
 
* Educational attainment as well as attendance 
should be a key focus for young people who are 
care experienced. 
 
* A key person in school should be responsible 
for ensuring that there is a bespoke channel of 
communication with home which is timely, 
effective and considers the young person’s 
view.  
 
* Improved enhanced transition planning for 
young people who are care experienced needs 
to take place. This refers to any transition, not 
only from primary to high school. In the process 
of transition, even if this is already enhanced, it 
is important to find ways to listen to the various 
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individuals involved beyond the set procedures, 
a listening that acknowledges the details. 
 
* Part-time timetables should be regularly 
monitored and reviewed to ensure that they 
meet the needs of each individual young 
person. 
 
* Academic support (including homework) 
should be provided to all young people who are 
care experienced who need it. 
 
* All efforts should be made not to arrive to the 
point of exclusion from school or from any 
extra-curricular activities. Exclusions should be 
monitored and reported on by the Education 
Service. 
 
* Strategic planning to provide flexible 
packages of support through alternative 
placements (possibly outdoor), which are 
smaller and more appropriate to meet the needs 
of children and young people with complex 
social, emotional and behavioural needs should 
be considered. 
 
* Education managers responsible for 
placement and resource decisions should 
ensure that processes are client-friendly and 
incorporate the views of carers and young 
people. Procedures should be clearly articulated 
and explained to all involved. 
 
* Schools need to support the community to be 
more inclusive of social interactions.  
 
* Schools need to be supported to be mindful of 
the importance of timing.  
 
* A system of supervision for Guidance 
teachers (and possibly other teachers) in 
supporting young people who are care 
experienced should be established in schools. 
 
* Consideration of guidance restructuring 
within schools to ensure that Guidance teachers 
have sufficient time to devote to an individual 
for early intervention and for support if in crisis. 
 
* Role of the designated manager needs to be 
revisited, particularly in high schools. 
 
4. Relationships  
 
* School staff should be supported to see 
beyond behaviours and form relationship with 
a young persons. Interviews showed that when 
staff connected with a young person outside 
classroom (e.g. within base or nurture room), it 
was more conducive to a better relationship. 
 
* Schools, and individual members of staff, 
need to look for restorative opportunities which 
may be informal. 
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